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Dedication


The whole point of the next big surprise attack against America is that it really will come as a total surprise—not just as to where and when, but especially as to who, why, and how.









Epigraph


The boldest measures are the safest.


—Admiral Horatio Nelson,
 one of the greatest and most beloved
 naval commanders of all time









Note from the Author


Submarines rank among the most sophisticated weapons systems, and among the most impressive benchmarks of technology and engineering, ever achieved by the human race. Stunning feats of courage by their crews, of sacrifice and endurance, loom large on the pages of history. Since the end of the Cold War, a whole new generation of submarine classes, with astonishing sensors, weapons, off-board vehicles, and stealth, has been conceived and is under construction by the United States Navy.


The world’s oceans are the world’s highways for the transport of goods and the conduct of commerce. Continued mastery of undersea warfare is vital, because whoever controls the ocean’s depths controls its surface, and thus protects much of the world. Sea power, strongly employed, is key to upholding peaceful societies everywhere.


But do America and our allies take our free access through international waters too much for granted? Advanced submarine technology is proliferating among countries who haven’t always been our friends. Nuclear weapons are also spreading at an alarming pace, with transnational conspiracies, shrewdly hidden for years, only recently being unmasked. What mortal threats to freedom still remain hidden?


The enemy you don’t see coming, because of your own blind spots and preconceived notions, is the one who’ll get you every time. The 9/11 Commission Report warned us all of “failures of imagination” and “unprepared mind-sets.” Beyond the global war on terror, what shape might the twenty-first century’s almost inevitable eventual major worldwide armed conflict take? When faced with so many dangerous future unknowns, the Navy wargames what-if scenarios to learn everything it can; “not implausible” worst cases are very educational. As an award-winning military commentator and seasoned risk analyst, my extreme action-adventure novels aim to do the same thing, based on a firm foundation of nonfiction research. Perhaps the only certainty is that heroic submariners and special operations forces will play a key role in deterring that Next Big War, or in winning it.




Joe Buff
 July 20, 2005
 Dutchess County, New York












Prologue


By the middle of 2011, the global war on terror had flared up and died down repeatedly, with serious losses in damage and blood. Personal freedoms in many countries had also been eroded, while international friendships more and more were a thing of the past. All this was the cost, and the legacy, inflicted or triggered by those whose highest goals were senseless destruction and death. Then, just as the worst of terrorism seemed to have been contained, that struggle was eclipsed by a shocking new conflict of much greater magnitude.


In July 2011, Boer-led reactionaries seized control of the government in South Africa, which was in the midst of social chaos, and restored apartheid. In response to a UN trade embargo, the Boer regime began sinking U.S. and British merchant ships. U.S.-led coalition forces mobilized, but Germany and Russia held back. Troops and tanks drained from the rest of Europe and North America, and a joint task force set sail for Africa—into a giant, coordinated trap.


There was another coup, in Berlin. Ultranationalists, exploiting American unpreparedness for such all-out war, would give Germany her “place in the sun” at last. A secret military-industrial conspiracy had planned it all for years, brutal opportunists who hated the cross-border mixing and feuding of the European Union as much as they resented what to them was seen as America’s arrogance and bullying. Big off-the-books loans from Swiss and German banks, collateralized by wealth to be plundered from the losers, funded the stealthy buildup in a perverse but effective form of voodoo-economics bootstrapping and accounting fraud. Coercion by the noose won over citizens not swayed by patriotism or the sheer onrush of events.


This Berlin-Boer Axis had covertly built tactical atomic weapons, the great equalizers in what would otherwise have been a most uneven fight—and once again America’s intelligence community was clueless. Compact, energy-efficient, very-low-signature dual-laser isotope separation techniques let the conspirators purify uranium into weapons-grade in total privacy.


The new Axis, seeking a global empire all their own, used low-yield A-bombs to ambush the Allied naval task force under way, then destroyed Warsaw and Tripoli. Those decades of Cold War division, by the overbearing superpowers, into East Germany and West Germany—armed camps in a tinderbox face-off pitting brother against brother—in hindsight debunked the postreunification fairy tale of German pacifism. The most warlike nation in modern history was on the warpath again.


France, stunned, followed NATO’s recognized nuclear strategy option of preemptive capitulation, surrendering at once. Continental Europe was overrun. Germany won a strong beachhead in North Africa, while the South African army drove hard toward them to link up. The battered Allied task force put ashore near the Congo Basin, in a last-ditch attempt to hold the Germans and well-equipped Boers apart. In both Europe and Africa the fascist conquest trapped countless Allied civilians, who were herded into internment camps next to major Axis bases, factories, and transport nodes, to be held as hostages and human shields.


It was unthinkable for the Allies to retaliate against Axis tactical nuclear weapons, used primarily at sea, by launching ICBMs loaded with hydrogen bombs into the heart of Western Europe, especially when the murderous fallout of H-bombs dropped on land obeyed no nation’s overflight restrictions. The Axis shrewdly avoided acquiring hydrogen bombs of their own. The United States and the United Kingdom thus were handcuffed, forced to fight on Axis terms on ground of Axis choosing: the mid-ocean, with A-bomb-tipped cruise missiles and torpedoes. Information-warfare hacking of the Global Positioning System satellites, and ingenious jamming of smart-bomb homing sensors, made Allied precision-guided high-explosive munitions much less precise. Advanced radar methods in the FM radio band—pioneered by Russia—removed the invisibility of America’s finest stealth aircraft.


Thoroughly relentless, Germany grabbed nuclear subs from the French, and hypermodern diesel subs that Germany herself had exported to other countries. The Russian Federation, supposedly neutral yet long a believer in the practicality of limited tactical nuclear war, sold weapons, oil, and natural gas to the Axis. Autocratic and ambitious, Russia was more than glad to take on America by proxy once more—this time she’d let the Germans and Boers do her dirty work. Most of the rest of the world, including China, stayed on the sidelines, biding their time out of fear or greed or both.


American convoys to starving Great Britain are being decimated by the modern U-boat threat, in another bloody Battle of the Atlantic. On land, in theaters of combat and intrigue ranging from the South Pacific to South America, to Central Africa and the Middle East, the Axis have waged campaigns of calculated daring and astonishing callousness, based on razor-thin margins between success and atomic holocaust.


In early summer 2012—almost a full year into the fighting—U.S. and other Allied personnel and their equipment are exhausted. Russia helps Germany and South Africa recover and reequip after each battle. Such biased trading by a neutral with only one side in a clash of belligerents is perfectly legal under international law. Repeated American diplomatic efforts to sway the Kremlin have failed completely.


With so many atom bombs set off at sea by both sides, and the oil slicks from many wrecked ships, oceanic environmental damage is rapidly growing severe. The repeated, ever-closer brushes with Armageddon have themselves become an intentional tool in the Axis’ war-fighting doctrine, a weapon of psychological terror like none ever seen before.


Then a destabilizing wild card was unmasked by surprise during combat: a whole new class of nuclear subs, with many breakthrough technologies, is being custom-built covertly in Russia exclusively for German use. This latest treacherous move by a coldly manipulative Moscow could tip the balance of power decisively. Allowing it to continue is militarily unacceptable in Washington. Something must be done to force the Russians to back off, and undermine Imperial Germany at her core—before the entire planet goes up in a forest of mushroom clouds and then freezes in a nuclear winter.


In this terrible new world war, with the mid-ocean’s surface a killing zone and elite commando teams sometimes more effective than whole armies, America’s last, best hope for enduring freedom lies with a special breed of fearless undersea warriors. . . .









Chapter 1


Late June 2012


War isn’t hell, it’s worse than hell, Commander Jeffrey Fuller told himself. He sat alone in his captain’s stateroom on USS Challenger, whose ceramic composite hull helped her to be America’s most capable nuclear-powered fast-attack submarine. Jeffrey’s many successes, during tactical atomic combat at sea in a war that the Berlin-Boer Axis had started a year earlier, had made him one of the most highly decorated submariners in U.S. Navy history. But his Medal of Honor, his two Navy Crosses, his Defense Distinguished Service Medal, and his crew’s receipt of a Presidential Unit Citation all put together couldn’t dispel Jeffrey’s present dark mood.


Challenger was five days outbound from Pearl Harbor, deeply submerged and steaming due north, already past the Aleutian Islands chain that stretched between mainland Alaska and Siberia. She was bound for the New London submarine base, on Connecticut’s Thames River, having been sent by the shortest possible route: through the narrow Bering Strait choke point looming a few hundred miles ahead, separating the easternmost tip of pseudo-neutral Russia from Alaska’s desolate Cape Prince of Wales. Jeffrey would sail past Alaska and Arctic Canada. Then he’d sneak through the shallow waters between Canada and Greenland, into the Atlantic, to arrive at home port in two weeks for a reception he already dreaded.


There’d been no medals awaiting Jeffrey or his people at Pearl to recognize their newest accomplishments, despite an earlier message implying there would be. No one was allowed to go ashore. Challenger had been told to hide underwater, off Honolulu, taking on minimal supplies and spare parts via minisub. No admirals came to shake hands, no squadron commodore gave any pats on the back. And Jeffrey was sure he knew why.


He’d broken too many unwritten rules—too many even for him—on his latest mission spanning half the globe. He’d stepped on too many toes, made too many well-placed political enemies in Washington, while exercising initiative that had seemed to make sense at the time. In something that verged on a shouting match, he’d quashed an onboard CIA expert whose advice he was supposed to respect. On his own accord he’d clandestinely violated a crucial ally’s sovereignty, planting seeds for what could still become a disastrous diplomatic incident. Worst, while obeying ironclad orders to preserve his own ship’s stealth at all cost, he and everyone else on Challenger had had to listen, horrified, doing nothing but flee the fight while dozens of good men—friends and colleagues—died under Axis attack in the Med on another American submarine.


And when Challenger had arrived in Australia for crew leave, one of his star performers, Lieutenant Kathy Milgrom of the UK’s Royal Navy, who’d served as Challenger’s sonar officer on the ship’s most vital missions, had been summarily detached. Jumped two ranks to commander, she was now on the Allied naval staff in Sydney. This was terrific for Milgrom, Jeffrey felt delighted for her, but he’d been disturbed that he found out about it only after she got the orders directly and then told him; the way it was handled by the powers-that-be violated correct protocol.


Jeffrey listened to the steady rushing sound that came from the air-circulation vents in the overhead of his stateroom. The air inside the forward parts of Challenger was always cool, to keep the electronics from overheating. Jeffrey was used to it, but this evening for some strange reason he felt chilled. He looked up for a moment at the bluish glare of fluorescent fixtures, like plant grow lights to keep submariners healthy when deprived of sun for weeks on end. He glanced at the grayish flameproof linoleum squares that covered his stateroom deck, then gazed around at the fake-wood wainscoting veneer, and bright stainless steel, lining the four bulkheads of his tiny world.


Outside his shut door, in the narrow passageway, he heard crewmen hurrying about, headed to different stations to perform the myriad tasks that helped the ship run smoothly every second of every minute of every single day. There was no margin for error on a nuclear submarine. Jeffrey dearly loved this endless pressure, much as he’d grown accustomed to the constant, potentially killing squeeze of the ocean surrounding Challenger.


He sighed. On his last mission, it appeared, he’d gone too far in some ways, and not far enough in others. There’d be whispers in the corridors of the Pentagon that he was an uncontrollable cowboy, a commander who risked others’ lives to gain personal glory. Jeffrey knew he’d done the right thing at every stage of that mind-twisting mission, but what he knew inside didn’t count. He had to assume that he was bound now for some shore job far from the action. Soon another man would sit at this little fold-down desk, sleep in this austere rack, put up photos of wife and children, assert his own personality and habits onto the crew. Challenger would have a different captain, because Jeffrey’s run of luck as captain had finally run out.


Someone knocked. “Come in!”


His executive officer entered, Lieutenant Commander Jackson Jefferson Bell. A few inches taller than Jeffrey, but less naturally muscular, Bell was happily married and had a six-month-old son to look forward to seeing again. Cautious in his tactical thinking when Jeffrey was superaggressive, Bell complemented Jeffrey in the control room during combat. Often he’d played devil’s advocate in engagements where split seconds mattered, when the waters thundered outside the hull and Challenger shook from stem to stern as if tossed by an angry sea monster—and Jeffrey’s crew looked to him to somehow, some way, keep them alive, while an Axis skipper did his damnedest to smash their ship to pieces and slaughter every person aboard. That hair’s-breadth survival, so many times, brought Jeffrey and Bell very close.


Jeffrey grimaced to himself. Soon Bell will have a new boss.


Bell had arrived to give his regular 2000—8 P.M.—report as XO to his captain. Bell’s words about the ship’s status held no surprises. He wrapped up crisply and left, pulling the door shut behind him.


Jeffrey picked up his intercom handset for the control room. The messenger of the watch answered, one of the youngest and least experienced crewmen aboard. Jeffrey knew he was working hard to earn his silver dolphins, the coveted badge of a full-fledged enlisted submariner; officers wore gold. Jeffrey wondered if the messenger would survive this horrendous war or not—assuming civilization and humanity survived.


“Give me the Navigator, please.” Jeffrey kept his tone as even as he could.


“Wait one, sir,” the still-boyish voice of the teenage messenger said.


“Navigator here, Captain,” Jeffrey heard in his earpiece. Despite himself, he smiled. Lieutenant Richard Sessions was one of the most unflappable people he’d ever met, inside or outside the military. From a small town in Nebraska, Sessions was the type of guy whose hair and clothes were always a little sloppy, no matter what he did. But his indispensable work as head of the ship’s navigating department was without fail beautifully organized and precise.


“Nav, when do we pass through five-five north, one-seven-five west?” In mid-Bering Sea, on the way up to the strait. It was at that point, and only then, that Jeffrey was to open the sealed orders in his safe, containing the recognition signals and other data he’d need to complete his final trip without becoming a victim of friendly fire.


Sessions had the answer for Jeffrey quickly. “At local time zero-three-twenty tomorrow, sir.” The wee hours of the coming morning.


“Okay. Thanks, Nav.” Jeffrey hung up.


Aw, what the heck.


As a small act of defiance against those seniors who’d used him, drained him, and cast him aside when the going got too rough, Jeffrey stood and opened his safe.


He withdrew the bulky envelope. It contained an incendiary self-destruct charge, to cremate the classified contents in case of unauthorized tampering. This precaution was normal for submarine captains’ order pouches in this war. As Jeffrey knew well, subs could be sunk during battle. And just as the U.S. had done more than once to derelict Soviet submarines, Axis salvage divers or robotic probes could rifle through Challenger’s wreckage if something went wrong, compromising priceless secrets.


Jeffrey very carefully entered the combination on the big envelope’s keypad, to disarm the self-destruct. The last thing he wanted was to set it off by accident. The envelope opened safely; he emptied it onto his desk. His heart began to pound.


Among the papers and data disks, and another, inner, sealed envelope, were two metal uniform-collar insignia—silver eagles, which meant the rank of Captain, United States Navy, the rank above commander. The actual rank of captain, not just the courtesy title that every warship’s skipper received. Jeffrey snatched the hard-copy orders and read as fast as he could.


His entire demeanor changed. He realized that his mind had been playing nasty tricks, in the vacuum of feedback from above, running toward doldrums that were probably a symptom of his own lingering reactions to the traumatic events in the Med.


Challenger’s trip to the U.S. East Coast was a cover story. Five mysterious passengers, embarked at Pearl, belonged to a Seabee Engineer Reconnaissance Team; SERTs were elite shadow warriors from among the Navy’s mobile combat construction battalions. They gathered unusual intel and did mind-boggling tasks at the forward edge of the battle area. Interesting.


Jeffrey was hereby promoted to the rank of Navy captain. He was awarded a second Medal of Honor, though this award was classified. There’d be no bright gold star, for the blue ribbon with small white stars already adorning his dressier uniforms, to denote the second Medal. But the selection boards for rear admiral, Jeffrey reminded himself, would certainly know about it when the time came. Challenger’s whole crew had been awarded another Presidential Unit Citation, although this was also top secret outside the ship. Excellent. Morale will skyrocket.


Once through the Bering Strait, gateway to the Chukchi Sea, he still would turn toward Canada. In the ice-choked, storm-tossed Beaufort Sea, above the Arctic Circle, Challenger would rendezvous with USS Jimmy Carter. Carter was an ultrafast and deep-diving steel-hulled sub of the Seawolf class, uniquely modified with an extra hundred feet of hull length. This gave her room to support large special operations commando raids, plus garage space for oversized weapons and off-board probes.


Bell was being promoted to full commander. He’d take over Challenger from Jeffrey, who from now on was commanding officer of an undersea strike group consisting of Challenger and Carter. Bell and Carter’s captain would be his subordinates. To avoid confusion between these different roles and ranks, Jeffrey was granted the courtesy title of commodore.


Jeffrey read further into his orders, more slowly now to absorb every detail. Crucial portions of the mission required that two submarines be involved, but there was much more to it than Challenger and Carter together having greater firepower while covering each other’s backs. This piqued Jeffrey’s curiosity; no explanation was given of what it meant. Even more cryptically, Jeffrey was told to brush up on the Russian he’d studied in college, and to practice his poker face. The SERT passengers would help him on both counts, starting right away. His eyebrows rose, involuntarily, as he took this in.


After the rendezvous and a joint briefing to be held aboard Carter, he would lead his two-ship strike group westward, into the East Siberian Sea—Russian home waters. His assignment, the orders warned, was to do something draconian, and utterly Machiavellian, that would decisively force Russia to stop supporting the Axis against America while Moscow outwardly kept claiming legal neutrality. Specifics were inside that inner envelope, to be opened only once the rendezvous was made.


This was exactly the sort of high-stakes mission his command personality needed and craved. Revealing the whole plan in stages, for security, was something he’d gotten used to.


Yet one thing puzzled Jeffrey. For this mission, he came under the control of Commander, U.S. Strategic Command, an Air Force four-star general. In the present wartime military organization, that general oversaw the readiness and possible use of America’s thermonuclear weapons—hydrogen bombs. Challenger carried no H-bombs, and never had. Her nuclear torpedoes bore very low yields, a single kiloton maximum. H-bombs had destructive power a thousand times as large, and their vastly greater radioactive fallout drifted globally.


The Axis, shrewdly, owned no hydrogen bombs and made sure the whole world knew it. This kept America from escalating past tactical atomic fission devices set off only at sea—not that anyone sane in the U.S. would want to further escalate this war.


Jeffrey began to suffer a rising unease. Why am I suddenly reporting to Commander, U.S. Strategic Command?









Chapter 2


Jeffrey stood to move around and stretch, breathing in and out slowly, to relax. There were important things to discuss. He returned to his desk, shoving everything back into the orders envelope but not resealing it. He grabbed his intercom and dialed the control room. He no longer felt so cold. He felt as if his blood burned and every neuron fiber tingled.


“Messenger of the Watch, sir.”


“Get in here, son, soon as you can.”


“Right away, Captain.” Jeffrey could hear him jump to attention at the steel he’d put in his tone this time.


The messenger arrived in seconds. The captain’s stateroom was only a few paces aft of the rear of the control room. Jeffrey told the messenger to come in and shut the door.


“Yes, sir.” The kid wore the blue cotton jumpsuit that was universal garb among enlisted submariners on patrol, and was also popular with most officers. He was typical of many in a fast-attack sub’s crew: eager and honest and open, a devoted team player, with the bearing of a techie since every job on the ship required strong technical skill. This young man had a large Adam’s apple, and wore eyeglasses—as did about a third of Jeffrey’s people—adding to the effect of a likable warrior-nerd. He was apprehensive at first, then quickly picked up on the new electricity radiating from his captain.


“Find the XO and tell him I want to see him in ten minutes. Also the Nav.” Bell, and Sessions.


“XO and Nav in ten minutes, aye, sir.” Messengers were trained to repeat things back, to avoid mistakes.


“Then go find the one of our passengers named . . .” Jeffrey hesitated. He wasn’t positive how to pronounce it. The five strangers had come down the airlock ladder, after the minisub from Pearl Harbor docked, wearing enlisted dungarees and work shirts, as if they were pierside hands. There were no markings on their sleeves to show their rates—enlisted rank—or their ratings—enlisted specialty—but up close they were clearly too old and hardened to be raw recruits. They hadn’t even brought luggage, except for whatever they fit inside a single canvas tool bag. To the on-watch junior officer of the deck who met them first, they presented orders that listed no names, then gave him the sealed orders pouch for Commander Fuller to put in his safe.


“Dashiyn Nyurba,” Jeffrey said, slowly and carefully. “Tell him I opened the outer pouch early, and we’re ready to meet.”


Jeffrey didn’t know which one of the five was this Nyurba. The group had kept very much to themselves. Because enclosed gathering places were in short supply, they held long meetings, barred to outsiders, in a small compartment crammed with ship’s computer equipment. They worked out on the ship’s exercise gear when the fewest crew members were around—well after midnight. They slept in enlisted racks on a lower deck, they wordlessly wolfed down meals in the enlisted mess in a booth they would commandeer for barely ten minutes without any mingling, and they seemed to avoid Jeffrey altogether. The crew accepted such behavior, being used to CIA agents and other “spooks” who’d act this way for whole deployments.


“Er, could you spell that name please, Captain?”


Jeffrey did. “I want him to join us half an hour after the XO and Nav get here.” Dinner had already been served in the wardroom—where Jeffrey and his ten officers ate—and in the enlisted mess—where the ship’s fourteen chiefs also ate, by shifts, in a six-man booth unofficially reserved for them. The whole crew numbered one hundred twenty, which created endless overcrowding. Her weapons stocks fully replenished in Australia, sleeping racks were precluded in the huge torpedo room.


Jeffrey stopped. He’d noticed that he was still thinking too much like a submarine captain, and not like an undersea strike group commodore should. The transition would not be smooth sailing for Jeffrey—or for Bell.


He wished to be hospitable to Nyurba, whom he knew now was seniormost among his guests.


“Have the mess management guys provide us with coffee service for four. And some danish, cookies, whatever they got, warmed a bit, preferably. Time it for when Nyurba gets here.”


The messenger repeated this, Jeffrey nodded, and he left.


Using his dressing mirror, Jeffrey undid his commander’s silver oak leaves from his collar points, replacing them with his new eagles. The sweet irony wasn’t lost that he’d vacate this captain’s stateroom a lot sooner than he ever expected.


Sessions was first to arrive. His shirt was neatly tucked into his slacks, and his hair was nicely combed, because of the unexplained summons to see his captain. Jeffrey knew this wouldn’t last long, Sessions being Sessions.


“Have a seat,” Jeffrey told him, deadpan, watching Sessions react with a jolt when he noticed the different collar tabs.


“Are congratulations in order, Captain?”


“Yes indeed, but hold that thought till the XO gets here.” Jeffrey was enjoying himself. Celebratory occasions of this magnitude didn’t happen often, and he wanted to savor each moment: the one thing more satisfying that being promoted, as a naval officer, was informing one of your people that he or she had received their own well-earned promotion.


Someone knocked. Bell came in, took the empty guest chair, and did a double-take.


Jeffrey stood. “I won’t mince words. Lieutenant Commander Bell, by an act of the United States Senate you’ve been promoted to Commander. And Lieutenant Sessions, you are now Lieutenant Commander Sessions. Put on the appropriate insignia.”


Bell, a bit wide-eyed, removed his gold oak leaves and gave them to Sessions, then picked up the silver oak leaves from Jeffrey’s desk and put them on.


Sessions, never outwardly competitive or demonstrative in his ambitions, donned the gold oak leaves of a lieutenant commander. He held his two old twin-silver-bar lieutenant collar tabs in his hand and stared at them dumbfoundedly.


Jeffrey couldn’t hold it in anymore. He cracked into a big smile. “I want to do the change of command ASAP, then hold an award ceremony in the morning. . . . Make it at zero-six-hundred, right after breakfast. Enough of the crew should be awake and off watch, to participate. The PUC award.”


“Sir?” Now it was Bell who sat dumbfounded.


Jeffrey cleared his throat for dramatic effect. “We aren’t going home for a while after all. You’re taking Challenger, permanently, and the Nav here is being made the XO. You’ll both be under me as part of a two-ship undersea strike group that shall form up with USS Jimmy Carter once we reach the Beaufort Sea. In my role as strike group commander, I’ll present the Presidential Unit Citation, with you as the recipient unit’s, Challenger’s, skipper. It’s classified, so no gold stars on top of the one we have, but I’d say, coming from our commander in chief, it’s the thought that counts.”


“Certainly, Captain.”


“Challenger is to be my strike-group flagship at all times, for reasons my orders say will be obvious later. Commander Bell, since you’ll take over this stateroom as skipper, and Lieutenant Commander Sessions will shift from his officers’ three-man stateroom to the XO quarters next door, I’ll use the VIP rack and make my office in there.” It was standard on American subs for the XO stateroom to have a fold-down second rack for VIP passengers. By Navy custom, not even the President of the United States could displace a naval vessel’s captain. “Yes, that part’s straightforward enough. . . . Concur?”


“Concur,” Bell said.


“We already know certain tactical doctrine and acoustic-link signals for working with another American nuclear sub.”


Bell and Sessions nodded.


“We’ve tons to discuss re Challenger getting through the Bering Strait unobserved by our Russky friends.”


“Sirs?” Sessions asked. “Who’s the new Navigator?”


“Promotion to lieutenant came through for Lieutenant Junior Grade Meltzer. You can give him those railroad tracks.” Slang for a navy lieutenant’s insignia. “My final act as commanding officer of Challenger is to decide to make Meltzer the Navigator. My first act as strike group commodore will be to appoint him my part-time executive assistant.”


“Aye-aye, sir,” Sessions said.


“As XO, your first act can be to tell him.”


“Yessir!”


Jeffrey fixed his gaze on Bell, and became more officious. “I want to make the changeover right away. You’ve completed your daily walkaround of my submarine?”


“Yes, Captain.”


“You’re satisfied enough with her material condition and crew competence to sign off on that, this minute?”


“Er, of course, sir.”


Jeffrey brought up a form on his computer touch screen, then rotated it to face Bell. “There’s the stylus. Render your electronic signature in the places indicated, please.”


Bell kept scrolling down the screen, signing at each point required until he got to the end. “Sir, I am ready to relieve you as commanding officer of USS Challenger.”


“Very well. Commander Bell, I am ready to be relieved.”


“I relieve you, sir.”


“I stand relieved. Congratulations, Captain,” Jeffrey said, shaking Bell’s hand. “XO, you too.” He shook Sessions’s hand.


Sessions beamed. “I wish I could tell my folks.”


“You will, after we carry out compelling business.”


Someone else knocked. “Speaking of which,” Jeffrey said half under his breath. “Enter!”


A tall and muscular man in his early thirties came in. His features and complexion were Asian, maybe Mongolian. By the fierceness in his eyes, the tough set of his lips below a jet-black mustache, and the unmistakable coiled strength in his presence as he merely stood there, Jeffrey thought he resembled a latter-day Genghis Khan.


“Commander Nyurba, CEC, I presume?” CEC meant the Navy’s Civil Engineer Corps, officers with advanced degrees who could also lead in frontline combat.


“The pleasure, the honor, are mine, Captain Fuller.” Nyurba’s voice resonated in the small compartment. His accent was totally American, but his speech had that velvet quality that came from central Asian genetics.


Nyurba possessed a very broad chest. His arms and legs were massive, and toned like a bodybuilder’s. Jeffrey could tell all this on sight: Nyurba, for the first time while on Challenger, wore nothing but swim trunks and a T-shirt adorned with the Seabee logo—an angry bumblebee gripping a machine gun and tools in its six insect arms.


“Sorry to interrupt your exercise.”


“Not exercise, Captain. Now you’ve read your orders, light dress is to get me acclimatized. It’s cold where we’re going.”


Hmm. “That’s what we need to start talking about.”


Nyurba nodded soberly—too soberly for Jeffrey’s comfort. Commander, Strategic Command, he reminded himself.


Sessions yielded his chair to Nyurba, and perched against Jeffrey’s filing cabinet. With the four of them packed in the stateroom, it was cramped. Jeffrey preferred to think of times like this as cozy.


Another knock at the door. “That ought to be refreshments. . . . Come in!”


A mess management specialist—also highly trained as one of the ship’s paramedics—held a heavily laden tray into the compartment, which Sessions, the closest, accepted. The others passed it from hand to hand until it sat on Jeffrey’s desk. Mouth-watering aromas filled the stateroom.


“The pastries are optional,” Jeffrey said, “but we’re definitely going to need the coffee. . . . You do drink coffee, Commander? We can get hot water and a tea bag if you prefer.”


“Thank you,” Nyurba said, “but Navy coffee is fine by me. The closer to Mongolia you get in Siberia, the more you see coffee, not tea. Tea is a Russian thing. I mean ethnic Russian. Seven time zones west of the village where I spent my infancy.”


“Ha. Learn something new every day.”


Nyurba smiled warmly, his eyes sparkling in a sprightly way; he had a soft side after all. He also had crooked front teeth, a flaw that made him more human, approachable, not vain.


“My parents moved to Umiat after the Berlin Wall came down.”


“Umiat?”


“On the Colville River, in north Alaska. They run a mom-and-pop general store.”


“The rustic life? Sounds nice. . . . Well, let’s dig in.” Jeffrey poured coffee for everyone. “Oh, and from now on, you may call me Commodore.” He made it sound routine, matter-of-fact, an afterthought tossed in casually.


The others acknowledged. Bell and Sessions shifted their postures, settling in more comfortably, both physically and psychologically. They already looked older, more mature than when the meeting began. They were growing into their new roles quickly, as they knew they needed to, following Jeffrey’s example. He sipped his coffee, strong and hot and black.


“Commander Nyurba, how much can you tell us now about what your team is supposed to do?”


Dashiyn Nyurba had prepared thoroughly for this initial briefing, and knew he had to proceed with caution. Commodore Fuller was an intelligent man, and fearless, but there were higher considerations that weighed on Nyurba heavily. It was why he’d been given a cyanide capsule to keep nearby at all times.


“It’s not my team, Commodore. I’m second in command.”


“I thought—”


“Yes, I’m the most senior of the SERT members you have aboard.”


“But . . . ?”


“When we rendezvous, I merge with a much larger group.”


“How much larger?” Commodore Fuller asked.


“Seventy-five more.” Nyurba knew they were hot-racking—sharing bunks—since Carter only had space for fifty riders beyond her regular crew. Seventy-five was a mob.


“Seventy-five more Seabees together? What are you guys up to? That’s like, what, eight full SERT teams on one mission?”


“We’re not all Seabees, Commodore. The complement is a joint one. We have people from special ops groups throughout the U.S. armed forces. SEALs, Marine Recon, Army Green Berets and Delta, Air Force Special Operations Squadrons, and some other air force experts. We were chosen because of our individual skills and our physical fitness. But most of all because of our cultural backgrounds and language fluencies.”


“Meaning?”


“The majority of us are combat veterans from the Global War on Terror, who because of our birth and upbringing can pass for native-born Russians or Siberians, or Russian Federation nationalities that serve in their army these days. For instance, I speak Russian and a couple of main Siberian languages, which haven’t entirely died out in the Old Country. My family’s mostly Evenk, intermarried with Yukaghir.” Nyurba saw this drew a blank with Jeffrey. “I spent several tours in Iraq, and have two Bronze Stars and a Purple Heart to show for it, doing SERT engineering recon assignments attached to Marine Corps brigades.”


“Okay. I’m suitably impressed.”


“My entire current unit, the eighty of us, have been training together, as one commando entity, since the Berlin-Boer War started, as a contingency against a potential scenario. The President has decided to put that contingency, that scenario, into action.”


“Meaning?”


“I’m not supposed to say yet, sir. We need to get through the Bering Strait, then go to Carter by minisub. As you would know better than me, the Bering Strait is not an easy passage. We can’t afford any sort of problem, where this ship or her crew might fall into not-so-gentle Russian hands, while the latter pretend to be helping us poor distressed mariners. Everything they’d learn would be fed to the Germans. In this context, that could prove more disastrous than . . .”


Nyurba stopped himself, leaving an awkward silence made worse by the venom he realized had dripped from his last few sentences; his hatred of the Russians and Germans alike was rather personal. It was something he knew could not be fathomed by those whose ancestors hadn’t suffered the eastward expansion of Cossack traders and trappers long ago, the oppression under the czars, Stalin’s purges and forced migrations—and then the mass shipment westward of Siberian troops to repel the Hitlerite invaders, as cannon fodder marching on Berlin to be mown down in droves, to keep that same Stalin in power. Stalin’s successors had been no better, with Moscow despoiling the pristine Siberian environment in the name of industrial progress and Soviet-Russian national defense; the poisoned ecology killed people slowly and painfully. Nyurba knew all about that last part. He was an expert in nuclear decontamination.


Commodore Fuller put an end to the silence. “Last I heard, Carter was under repair in New London after heavy damage and casualties from a failed raid against Axis-occupied Norway.”


Nyurba’s hackles went up again immediately. “That raid did not fail due to even a single mistake made on site. The intelligence that led to the raid, and the operational security required to support it, are what failed.” Operational security meant overall secrecy to maintain surprise.


Jeffrey was taken aback at Nyurba’s vehemence. Clearly he was someone with a quick temper, someone to not make angry, especially not off duty in a bar.


“Commander Charles Harley remains in command of Carter,” Nyurba stated, “for everything that that should tell you. He won the Navy Cross for bringing his ship and the surviving SEALs back in one piece!”


Jeffrey felt a pang of grief. He had a strong hunch that two SEALs he’d grown fond of, who’d been with him on earlier raids staged from Challenger, had died on Carter’s mission to Norway. Because compartmentalization was so strict, none of his efforts to discover the fate of those comrades had yielded one clue.


But that was months ago. And from what he did hear through the grapevine, Captain Harley had reason enough for his own bereavement, from the losses he suffered on that mission, ambushed by waiting German forces through no fault of his own. It said something that, even given the shipyard working round the clock with the highest priority, it took many precious months to make Carter ready for action again. Harley’s Navy Cross was second only to the Medal of Honor as a naval combat decoration.


Jeffrey barely knew Harley, and wondered what leading him into renewed battle might be like. Would he flinch, after the prior setback, as some did? Would Harley overcompensate and become too reckless? Jeffrey caught himself staring into his coffee mug. He took another sip before addressing Nyurba.


“Why aren’t you on Carter now?”


“My team had to go for extra training stateside. The rest of the squadron was training too, on an island in northern Canada, pretending to be a science research expedition.”


“An ice station?”


“Except on land, not a drifting floe. They were brought south, scattered, then made their way to New London in small groups to not draw attention from Axis spies working in the U.S. It was more secure to fly us five in the SERT cadre to Pearl. It also allowed me to meet you sooner, to perform indoctrination.”


“Who’s in command of your special ops company?” Jeffrey’s orders said the commandos reported to him as strike group boss, but further details rested in that still-sealed inner pouch.


“An Air Force lieutenant colonel, Sergey Kurzin. You’ll meet him when we rendezvous with Carter. And although we’re called a special operations squadron, we are in fact organized for this mission like an infantry company.”


Jeffrey couldn’t hide his surprise. “Why Air Force?”


Nyurba frowned. “I probably said too much. . . . But I do need to emphasize something, to you and your key officers, before another hour goes by. You must have this thoroughly clear before we even begin to approach the strait, because it will affect all decisions you make from here on.”


Jeffrey wondered how much Nyurba knew and wasn’t allowed to let on yet. He was a senior officer, with the same rank that Jeffrey had held until this evening. At Nyurba’s level, he could have been leading a conventional Seabee brigade, over two thousand men. Whatever he was really up to had to be extremely unconventional. “Go ahead, Commander.”


“For purposes of this mission, for this mission to succeed, it is imperative that Carter remain undetected.”


Jeffrey tried to not sound condescending. “I admire your loyalty to Captain Harley’s crew and Colonel Kurzin’s people, but that’s true of every submarine on every mission, Commander.”


“Commodore, you don’t understand. Perhaps the wording in the orders you’ve read seemed too routine. My own orders are clear cut. I’m to convey to you in no uncertain terms that this is not in the least routine. Carter’s invisibility throughout is paramount. Her having ever been where she will be must remain unsuspected from now until after our mission goals are achieved, and for decades beyond. Decades. If necessary to preserve Carter’s total stealth, should it come to that, Challenger and all aboard, from this moment forth, are expendable.”









Chapter 3


Thirty-six hours later, at 0900 local time, Jeffrey held a planning huddle with Bell, Sessions, and David Meltzer around the digital navigation table toward the rear of Challenger’s control room. The Bering Strait choke point was coming up fast, and critical decisions were needed on routing and tactics.


Lieutenant Meltzer, as brand-new ship’s navigator and part-time commodore’s executive assistant, was handling himself with commendable professionalism. A Naval Academy graduate like Bell, Meltzer spoke with a Bronx accent that got thicker under combat stress. He always walked, in the ship or ashore, with a strut on the cocky side, chest puffed out, as if daring the Navy—or life in general—to keep giving him more difficult things to do. Jeffrey, who’d grown up in St. Louis and done Navy ROTC at Purdue, liked this attitude; Meltzer was popular and admired among the junior officers as well, and respected without reservations by the chiefs and other enlisted people. More visibly ambitious than Sessions, and more socially poised and outgoing, he took being made a department head in stride.


To Jeffrey’s practiced eyes, there was no sign of jealousy among the men who’d remain for a while yet as lieutenants, junior grade. If anything, the feeling shipwide was one of a group bond renewed, and strongly validated, by their shared Presidential Unit Citation. Jeffrey could sense this in the busy control room, packed with two dozen people sitting at consoles or standing in the aisles, each doing some specialized task, or helping or teaching or learning.


The tactical plot was updated for the umpteenth time. The surface wind came from the south, at force four—about fifteen knots—strong enough to cause whitecaps. The same wind created enough noise that Challenger’s advanced passive sonars could use ambient ocean sounds, instead of telltale active pinging, to detect any silent collision threat—even an errant mine—in time to avoid it, if people stayed on their toes. With prevailing currents coming from southeast, across a fetch of open water whose temperature in early summer was well above freezing, the risk of encountering an iceberg soon was minimal; the Bering Sea only froze during winter. Jeffrey knew this would change, menacingly, once they got above the Arctic Circle—near the summertime reach of the polar ice cap, and closer to massive coastal glaciers from which the biggest icebergs calved.


Jeffrey had an unobstructed line of sight to the big displays on the bulkheads at the front of the control room, because Challenger possessed no old-fashioned periscopes. Instead, data from photonics masts, which retracted into the sail—conning tower—when not in use, would electronically feed imagery to full-color, high-definition plasma screens that many crewmen could observe simultaneously.


“The photonics mast control console,” Jeffrey said to Bell.


“Commodore?”


“I don’t think you’ll be needing it anytime soon. I’d like to take it over, while I’m in Control, as a place to sit and command my strike group.”


The console was on the aft bulkhead of Control, its screens dark now, the seat unoccupied. The console was also near the doors to the radio room and the electronic support measures room. The radio room contained the ship’s top-secret encryption equipment. The electronic support measures room contained the equally classified signals-intercept eavesdropping gear. Both doors had security warnings posted on the outside, and were protected by combination locks.


Jeffrey pointed toward the doors. “They’ll be handy in case I need either one, and I can reconfigure the console to show me the data I’ll want, and I’ll also be out of your way but still in easy speaking distance.”


“Certainly, Commodore.”


That console also happened to be the one closest to Jeffrey’s stateroom that he shared with Sessions and used as an office. He could move back and forth quickly and unobtrusively. On a submarine there’s no formality like someone shouting Commodore in Control or Captain off the Bridge or crap like that.


“New passive sonar contact on the starboard wide-aperture array,” the sonar supervisor of the watch, a senior chief, called out. “Bearing zero-six-five, range twenty thousand yards.” East-northeast, ten nautical miles. The northern Bering Sea’s bottom was shallow and silty. Sound emanations bounced repeatedly between the surface and the sea floor, and signal strength was lost with every bounce, so detection ranges were short. “Surface contact, designate Sierra Eight-Four.”


“Contact identification?” the officer of the deck asked.


“Three-bladed shaft, dead-slow blade rate. Auxiliary machinery broadband, with intermittent transients. . . . Assess as American fishing trawler.” A factory ship. Salmon, pollack, and herring were plentiful here, unblemished by radioactivity because the war to date had spared the Pacific.


“Very well, Sonar.” The OOD for this six-hour watch, a junior officer from Engineering, also had the conn, in charge of the course, speed, and depth of the ship.


“Conn,” the leader of the contact tracking party called out, “Sierra Eight-Four appears to be making bare steerageway, conjecture to hold position against the half-knot current. Our projected closest point of approach crosses within five miles of possible deployed trawling net.” Too close for comfort.


Bell glanced forward in concern.


New lines and icon symbols appeared on the tactical plot.


“Very well,” the officer of the deck responded. “Helm, left five degrees rudder, make your course zero-four-zero.”


“Left five degrees rudder, aye,” the helmsman acknowledged. “Make my course zero-four-zero, aye.” He worked his joystick, then made more reports to the OOD at the conn.


On the tactical plot, Challenger’s projected track shifted to the left, further away from the trawler. Bell appeared satisfied.


These interactions had been going on nonstop for hours. Jeffrey leaned his elbows on the edge of the horizontal navigation plotting table, and tried to tune them out. He followed along as Meltzer summarized Challenger’s progress since crossing the Aleutian Islands volcanic chain, entering the southern Bering Sea through one of the deep-water inter-island gaps. The ship’s previous track was shown on the navigation display. This verbal summary was needed for clarity, to best establish a context for the next decisions they faced. It was a long-standing Silent Service tradition that every briefing was also, in part, an oral exam. Errors could be avoided, weaknesses identified and fixed, and continuing education maximized if seniors tested juniors—and themselves strove, before a keen audience, to meet the highest standards.


Meltzer continued his first major briefing review. “After the change of command, we altered base course to zero-one-zero and came up to five hundred feet as we reached the Siberio-Alaskan rise. That let us avoid St. Matthew Island and then St. Lawrence Island, U.S.-owned in mid-Bering Sea, and we also bypassed the very shallow water stretching east of them to the Alaska mainland.” Meltzer gestured at the chart with his hands. “It did, however, bring us near to the treaty convention line defining American versus Russian waters.” That abstract line on nautical charts, during the Cold War, helped prevent U.S. and Soviet warships from coming too close together unintentionally, thus avoiding an accident or misunderstanding that could escalate. “We’ve gone progressively shallower, and reduced speed, as water depth decreased to its present one-hundred-eighty feet. We altered base course to zero-four-five when we rounded the western tip of St. Lawrence Island.” Northeast. “This put us moving parallel to the treaty line, fifteen, that is one-five, nautical miles on the U.S. side. . . . Excuse me, please, sirs.”


Meltzer conferred with the Assistant Navigator, a senior chief, and pointed out that their most recent course diversion was slowly bringing them closer to the treaty line. The assistant navigator calculated when, and by how much, to turn back east, safely past Sierra Eight-Four, and before intersecting that line. The senior chief relayed this data to the officer of the deck, who acknowledged.


“Well, then,” Meltzer resumed. “Since, as you can see, the treaty line splits the Bering Strait down the middle, the zero-four-five heading also put us on course for the strait. At our present speed of eight knots, and from our present position, here, we’ll need to commit to one side of the strait or the other within two hours. That’s the next major choice. Do we take the channel on the U.S. side of Little Diomede Island, or the other channel on the Russian side of Big Diomede?” The two islands sat right next to each other in the middle of the strait. “If we take as our minimum acceptable water depth one-five-zero feet, for a covert passage at reasonable speed, then the navigable part of either channel is one-five nautical miles wide.”


“The American side seems the much safer bet,” Bell stated.


“I concur, sir,” Sessions said.


“Okay,” Jeffrey responded. “It seems the safer, so it’s what the Russians would expect.”


“You mean,” Bell asked, “go through on their side because they’ll think that channel’s more secure? I don’t know, Commodore. Is that even allowed by our rules of engagement?”


“My ROEs give me extensive discretion,” Jeffrey said. “And the Russians are neutral, supposedly.”


“We’re not neutral, sir. We’re a belligerent. And their neutrality is, as you say, only supposed. Plus, they’re totally paranoid. They could easily open fire on an unidentified submerged contact, us, without any warning.”


Jeffrey gave Bell a wry smile. “I’m paranoid, too. I’m paranoid of American traitors and moles. I have good reason to think there’s one on the loose in Washington, with high access. If we pass through east of Little Diomede, our own assets might more likely pick us up. We get injected into the U.S. command-and-control net. If that net is compromised, our position and course get reported right to the Axis.”


“Like another Walker spy ring or something?” Meltzer asked.


“Exactly. And our detection systems are more advanced than the Russians’, so if we get picked up at all it’d more likely happen on the U.S. side.”


Bell shook his head. “We don’t know what gadgets Russia has that we don’t even know about, Commodore. We do know their anti-stealth radar is better than ours. We do know the Germans are giving them various things, fancy things.”


“Antisubmarine warfare is about much more than gadgetry, Captain. By ‘systems’ I include the people. It’s a team sport, as you’re aware, and I believe our side’s team does it better.”


“Sir, the Bering Strait is one of the most strategic choke points in the world! For all we know the hydrophone listening posts in the Russian channel are manned by Germans!”


“I still think our side’s team does it better. We’ve had years, decades more practice than the Germans.”


Bell almost sputtered in exasperation. Jeffrey pretended not to notice. “The decision affects my entire strike group. It’s not one you on Challenger can view in isolation.”


“Yes, Commodore. Of course.”


“Very well,” Jeffrey said. “We have a schedule to keep. We penetrate the strait through the Russian side.”


“What about their antisubmarine patrols and bottom sensors?”


“On that I defer to you, Captain. I’ve told you where we need to go. You tell your crew how to get us there.”









Chapter 4


Jeffrey took a short nap and a shower and immediately felt refreshed. He grabbed a quick lunch in the wardroom at 1105, joined informally by some of Bell’s officers. Among them was Lieutenant Bud Torelli, the weapons officer—Weps for short. Torelli was from Memphis, and his Southern accent showed it. He had a neatly groomed mustache, brown like his curly hair. His build ran to the fleshy side, with some overhang over his belt, but this was true of many submariners and it didn’t slow him down any. Torelli finished eating.


“I’m paying a quick visit to the men in the torpedo room.” His shoulders set squarely, he left the wardroom to go below. Jeffrey knew that Torelli and his people might soon be frantic with effort to keep themselves and the rest of the crew alive.


They’re a hardened, steely-nerved bunch now that they’ve got their sense of purpose back. Intercepting incoming fire, and putting weapons on target, required exhausting teamwork as intricately choreographed, and as thoroughly rehearsed, as any ballet. Every torpedo or cruise missile weighed thousands of pounds, much of that volatile engine fuels, high explosives—and fissionable cores of uranium or plutonium. Crush injuries and toxic spills were a constant hazard. A fire or explosion could spell disaster. Operating each tube correctly was a tricky task in itself. Bad flooding through one would doom the ship.


Damage control in Torelli’s department was taken tremendously seriously. Sessions, as XO, had assigned the Seabee passengers, when at battle stations, to be an extra damage-control party stationed outside the torpedo room; their talents at improvising machinery repairs during combat might give a decisive extra margin for survival if worse came to worst. One of Challenger’s chiefs from Engineering was with them as the man in charge, since the Seabees weren’t qualified in submarines.


Lieutenant Willey, the engineer, stopped by while Jeffrey finished gulping his coffee. “Greetings, mein Commodore.”


“Ahoy there, Enj,” Jeffrey razzed him back—a ship’s engineer often got the nickname Enj. Willey was respectful, but he did have an offbeat, sometimes edgy sense of humor. Tall and lanky, his face always seemed pinched and his posture slightly stooping, as if carrying a heavy load. Right now he had stubbly five-o’clock shadow and extra-bad coffee breath, and looked like he’d been awake for twenty-four hours straight, at least. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, but sharply focused.


Jeffrey sympathized: he’d been an engineer on his own department head tour. The hours were especially grueling; the responsibilities never let up. Overseeing the safe and reliable running of a sub’s nuclear reactor, and all the rest of the propulsion plant and other mechanical systems, took commitment and heart as well as tons of book smarts and common sense.


Willey wolfed down a slice of sausage casserole, and hurried aft. Jeffrey left the wardroom, stepping into the passageway. The enlisted mess, on the opposite side of the galley, was doing brisk business. Captain Bell had passed the word that he’d be going to battle stations soon. This could be the crew’s last chance for a hot meal for a while.


The mess management specialists, normally very attentive to their customers and renowned for their cheerful service, seemed unusually eager for everyone to finish eating and leave. They needed to clean up, then specially sanitize these spaces: in emergencies, the ship’s wardroom doubled as an operating theater, and the enlisted mess was the triage area.


A corkscrew twisted in Jeffrey’s stomach momentarily, and he knew it wasn’t the food. He was remembering times on previous missions when there’d been human blood on the floor here in puddles, and bodies or parts of bodies stored in a sealed-off section of the ship’s freezer.


Jeffrey walked forward into the control room, pushing these macabre recollections from his mind. He sat and activated his console, arranging windows on the two large screens, one above the other, to show the data he would need: a copy of the navigation plot and the tactical plot. A copy of the ship’s gravimeter display, which used sophisticated sensors and computer algorithms to measure the three-dimensional gravity fields around the ship, and from that derive a picture of the local sea floor and coastline topography. The gravimeter was nice because it was passive, not needing to make emissions that could give away Challenger’s presence. It could see through solid rock, because gravity reached through solid rock. It also was immune to loud noise, unlike the sonar systems, though the gravimeter couldn’t detect moving objects.


Jeffrey next called up a copy of the main sonar waterfall displays. Lighter solid streaks marked man-made contacts; aircraft could be detected if they came close enough, from their engine sounds passing down through the water. Intermittent bright spots, or a series of dots, indicated whale calls: humpbacks and grays were especially common, feeding on the plankton blooms that nourished these waters at this time of year.


Last, he added to his crowded screens the pictures from the ship’s hull-mounted photonic sensors, set in passive image-intensification mode. The ocean outside Challenger was murky, due to the rich biologics and their organic waste, and because of erosion silt from heavy runoff as snow and ice melted on the watersheds of the continents looming to both sides.


He was satisfied for now. These readouts gave him the best possible overall situational awareness as the ship approached the Russian channel through the Bering Strait.


Bell strode into the control room, nodding to his commodore as he passed. “Officer of the Deck, I have the deck and the conn.”


“Captain has the deck and the conn, aye-aye.” All the watchstanders acknowledged, too.


“Chief of the Watch,” Bell ordered, “on the sound-powered phones, rig for ultraquiet and go to silent battle stations.” The shipwide public-address system, the 1MC, was much too noisy.


In moments, people began dashing into Control, relieving those at some positions. The chief of the boat came in, a salty bulldog of a master chief, Latino, from Jersey City, in his early forties the oldest man aboard. Everyone called him “COB”—like the word “cob,” not an acronym—as if that was his only name. He took over as battle stations chief of the watch, at the two-man ship control station at the front end of the space. The helmsman on watch next to him didn’t move; Lieutenant (j.g.) Radesh Patel, from Engineering, was the newly designated battle stations helmsman. A former Western Conference football linebacker and physics major, even seated he was a head taller than COB. Normally jovial, and a wicked chess player, Patel had gone from damage control assistant to a very different sort of responsibility—one that would be like doing football, chess, and physics all at once.


Bell took the left seat of the two-man desk-high command console at the center of Control. Sessions assumed the right seat. Metallic snicks sounded throughout the space, men buckling their seat belts, which reminded Jeffrey to do the same.


He set up one more small window on his lower screen, so he could instant-message with Meltzer through the LAN. This way they could converse, commodore and executive assistant, without distracting Bell and Sessions as they fought the ship.


Lieutenant Torelli hurried in and stood in the aisle overseeing his first team at the four target tracking and weapons consoles that lined Control’s starboard bulkhead. A nondescript lieutenant (j.g.), the new sonar officer—Alan Finch, from Peoria, Illinois—stood in the opposite aisle. The forwardmost of his seven consoles, lining the port bulkhead, was taken by the most seasoned sonar supervisor, Senior Chief Brendan O’Hanlon.


Meltzer entered and stood at the navigation plotting table with the assistant navigator and several of their people.


The phone talker, wearing his heavy sound-powered intercom rig, listened on his big headphones. He answered on the bulky mike that made its own electricity from the vibrations as he spoke, then looked up. “Captain, Phone Talker. All compartments report manned and ready.”


“Very well, Phone Talker,” Bell said. “Chief of the Watch, rig ship for red.”


COB acknowledged. The lighting switched from bright white to a subdued ruby glow. It gave the control room an intimate feel, and helped remind people in some other spaces to maintain ultraquiet. Men blinked to help their eyes adjust to the dimness. Several small pocket flashlights were brought out, to frequently check pipes and fittings for flaws that might otherwise go unobserved. All hunched more closely over their consoles. Their voices became more restrained.


“Chief of the Watch, secure ventilation fans.”


“Secure ventilation fans, aye.” COB worked switches. The air circulation vents ceased their hushing sound; the gentle cool breezes stopped. The change was portentous, eerie. Challenger, like a living thing, was hunkering down for maximum stealth.


The control room slowly began to grow stuffy, from the heat and tense breathing of two dozen men and the warmth of electronics—Challenger’s acoustic and thermal insulation kept the chill of the water outside well away from her innards. The crew was used to this, but no one liked it. If it went on for too long, personnel performance would be degraded, and eventually some important part of the combat systems might fail. Jeffrey knew that this was just one of many unpleasant trade-offs an SSN’s captain faced. Peering forward, he could see people shifting in their seats, flexing their shoulder blades, moving their heads back and forth, to loosen cramping muscles. The excitement of new mission orders had worn off. It wasn’t a game anymore.


“Helm,” Bell ordered in a low but firm voice, “slow to ahead one third and make turns for five knots.”


The helmsman, Patel, acknowledged, then gingerly touched icons on one of his screen menus. His arm movement was jerky, and Jeffrey thought he could see his hand shaking. In a moment, Patel reported in a near-whisper, “Maneuvering answers, ahead one-third, turns for five knots, sir.” Jeffrey heard the strain in his voice. Meltzer would have been handling the stress much better, but he’d been promoted to navigator.


“Very well, Helm. Left five degrees rudder, make your course three-four-zero.”


Again Patel acknowledged Bell, twisting his joystick.


Feeling strangely detached, almost as if he’d been plunged back in time to the height of the Cold War, Jeffrey saw the own-ship heading’s readout on his console change as Challenger swung gently left. Who am I kidding? We’re in a second Cold War with Russia right now that could quickly turn hot.


He envied the men who had assigned stations they could fixate on. With nothing concrete at the moment to keep him preoccupied, he found his mind beginning to dart from one item to the next. His gravimeter display, set in forward-looking mode, showed rugged Little Diomede and Big Diomede Islands a short distance ahead, slowly drifting rightward on the 3-D picture as Challenger continued her turn. He could see the ocean floor, the parts of the islands that rose steeply from the bottom, plus a notional transparent plain that marked the ocean’s surface, and the terrain of the islands exposed in the air. The sea floor was almost perfectly flat, at a depth of only one-hundred-sixty feet.


On the left edge of the image, a mountainous knob three miles wide rose suddenly from the ocean floor to altitudes of over six thousand feet above sea level: the beginning of mainland Russia. On the right edge, on both the gravimeter and the navigation chart, Cape Prince of Wales and the Prince of Wales Shoal were visible. This jutting part of the Alaskan mainland was tipped by a mountain, too, though only half as tall as the Russian ones.


Jeffrey eyed the tactical plot. All merchant shipping had been left behind, and none was detected in front. Every one of the handful of contacts held on the display, surface or airborne, was denoted by an icon that meant it was military, and Russian. If something submerged was lurking in ambush, a submarine or an unannounced minefield, Challenger’s sensors and technicians hadn’t spotted it yet. Not that they weren’t trying. A few of the sonarmen and fire-control specialists were already wiping sweat off their foreheads.


Rules of engagement for neutrals were words on paper, Jeffrey reminded himself. Russia didn’t have a stellar record putting them into practice in the field. In 1983, when local commanders ordered Korean Airlines Flight 007, from JFK to Seoul, be shot down by a fighter—without properly verifying the 747’s identity first—the Kremlin was humiliated before an angry world. Hundreds of innocent civilians were killed. The blunder helped bring down the Soviet Union. Though that was almost thirty years ago, the newest Russian Federation regime was autocratic, and talked very tough about self-defense, with rising investments in hardware to back up the talk. It was unclear if local forces would open fire on an unidentified undersea contact.


Jeffrey was second-guessing his own decision, too late. The navigation plot showed Challenger miles beyond the treaty line already.


Bell ordered several more course changes to get the ship into position to transit the Bering Strait. Jeffrey’s displays showed Challenger nearing the mouth of the Russian-side channel. The constricted part, the strait itself, was only three miles long from start to finish before widening out again, so depending on Bell’s tactics they could be through it very quickly. He’d chosen to aim for a path about two-thirds of the way from Big Diomede to the protruding knob at the tip of Siberia. Closer to the mainland, the water should be cloudier from soil erosion and thaw runoff. The Russian side was also more nutrient-rich—more productive biologically—and phytoplankton could turn the surface yellow-brown or milky white; even droppings from numerous sea birds helped obscure submerged visibility.


This would make it harder to detect Challenger via optical sensors: dipping blue-green lasers called LIDAR, or airborne cameras linked to supercomputer software—called LASH—able to notice anomalous color gradations and shapes deep underwater.


Out of curiosity, and to audit the proper preparedness of Challenger’s brand-new command team, Jeffrey called up a copy of the main weapons status page. He saw that Bell had four tubes loaded with high-explosive Mark 48 Improved ADCAP torpedoes, the standard heavyweight fish of the U.S. submarine fleet. The other four tubes held Mark II brilliant decoys, which could be programmed to imitate Challenger, or another sub, by giving off an acoustic signature meant to be noticed by the enemy.


He typed a message to Bell: “Why no off-board probes to scout ahead?” Remote-controlled probes could be deployed through the torpedo tubes, too. Similar in size and shape to an ADCAP, they were fitted with a mix of active and passive sonars, passive photonic imagers, and active laser line-scan cameras.


Bell answered right away, typing, “Path here known clear of shipwrecks.” A pause. “You’re welcome to stand by my console.”


Jeffrey got up and eased forward through the compartment’s cramped left aisle. He stopped next to Bell’s console, with his back touching the sonar supervisor’s chair. Bell turned from his horizontal screens and looked up at Jeffrey. He responded to the query more, his voice lowered to be barely audible. Bell spoke softly mainly to not break his crew’s concentration on their console displays, since a threat could appear out of nowhere at any time. But some of it was purely mental: at ultraquiet people walked and talked and even thought on pins and needles.


“Because probes might be detected, Commodore, and Russian subs wouldn’t use them in their own safe corridor. It would show right away we’re not friendlies. Besides, in these conditions our own probe sensors in passive-only won’t give us much we can’t get better on Challenger herself.”
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