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CHAPTER 1

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Russian President Yuri Kalinin entered the Kremlin conference room, joining his senior civilian and military advisors. All stood when Kalinin entered, returning to their seats after he took his position at the head of the table. Kalinin sensed the tension in the room as he prepared to review the aftermath of their invasion of Ukraine and Lithuania. The Americans had overcome Russia’s attempt to prevent them from intervening and had soundly defeated the Russian Navy in the process. Black plumes of smoke were still rising from Russian surface combatants—those lucky enough to have not been sunk—and hours earlier, Kalinin had been forced to order the withdrawal of all Russian troops from the two Eastern European countries.

Assessing the status of Russia’s military, along with potential damage control on the political front, were the main topics of this morning’s meeting. Kalinin turned to Foreign Minister Lavrov, who delivered his brief, focusing on efforts to repair diplomatic relations with Ukraine, Lithuania, and the United States, as well as the entire NATO alliance. Preventing additional economic sanctions, on top of those already in place for Russia’s annexation of Crimea, was high on the agenda. Various conciliatory proposals were discussed. However, when the topic shifted to the status of Russia’s military, the tone took a decidedly different turn.

General Andropov, Kalinin’s senior military advisor, addressed the Russian president. “We cannot let this stand. America has humiliated us. By the end of the day, images of Russian warships on fire and drifting aimlessly will be displayed on every Russian television broadcast. Public confidence in our military—and in your administration—will be seriously degraded.”

Andropov didn’t have to expound. Kalinin was up for reelection next year, being challenged by a Vladimir Putin protégé who currently led in the polls. When the country learned of the military debacle, he’d surge even further ahead. Drastic action would be required to shift public opinion and reestablish the world’s respect for the Russian military. Kalinin listened intently as Andropov continued.

“Despite our surface combatant losses, our submarine fleet remains a viable asset. We still have thirty-five diesel and nuclear attack submarines, while America has only eighteen fast attack submarines after their war with China and the losses inflicted at our hands. Additionally, we may soon have an unsurmountable advantage over our American counterparts. Kazan heads to sea tomorrow for the next phase of testing. If the test is successful, our submarines will be invincible. The American Navy will be at our mercy, which opens the door to numerous possibilities.

“However,” Andropov added, “the required test is unusual and carries notable risks. Before the Navy proceeds, we need your approval.” He slid a folder across the table to Kalinin.

The Russian president read the directive, carefully considering the plan and its ramifications. After a long moment, he signed it. He looked up at Andropov.

“Proceed with the test.”


CHAPTER 2

THE BARENTS SEA

Ten miles north of Kildin Island, just off the coast of Russia’s Kola Peninsula, USS Pittsburgh cruised westward at periscope depth. Lieutenant Mike Williams, on watch as the Officer of the Deck, rotated the port periscope slowly, his right eye pressed against the eyepiece. As the scope optics swung to the south, Williams shifted the periscope to high power for a detailed scan of Kola Bay—the exit point for Russian warships stationed in ports along the shores of the Murmansk Fjord. He paused at the fjord entrance and pressed the doubler, increasing the periscope magnification to maximum.

Still nothing.

Williams released the doubler and shifted back to low power, continuing his clockwise revolution. In another thirty minutes, he’d be relieved by the next Officer of the Deck, who would have the pleasure of walking in circles for the next six hours. Although he looked forward to the end of his watch, he was disappointed. He’d hoped to be the one to spot Russia’s newest nuclear attack submarine, K-561 Kazan, entering the Barents Sea.

This morning’s intelligence message had reported Kazan would likely head to sea today. Reconnaissance satellites had monitored Kazan’s crew loading supplies and torpedoes. Shore power had been disconnected; the submarine’s reactor had been brought on-line in preparation for getting underway. Where Kazan was headed was what COMSUBLANT wanted to know, and USS Pittsburgh had been tasked to find out.

Pittsburgh’s operational order had been concise: gain trail on Kazan as she emerged from Kola Bay and follow her until she exited the Barents Sea. There were a few options as to where Kazan was headed, with the leading contenders being west toward the GIUK gap for an Atlantic Ocean or Mediterranean Sea deployment, north under the ice for transfer to Russia’s Pacific Fleet, or into a local operating area for training. Anywhere was fine with Williams, as long as there was something to trail. They’d been on station for two weeks thus far with nothing to show for it.

Williams’s thoughts were interrupted by the Sonar Supervisor’s report over the Conn speaker. “Conn, Sonar. Hold a new contact on the towed array, designated Sierra two-one, ambiguous bearings two-one-zero and zero-three-zero. Analyzing.”

Pittsburgh’s towed array was a valuable asset, detecting contacts at longer ranges than the submarine’s other acoustic sensors. However, the array was an assembly of hydrophones connected in a straight line, which meant it could not determine which side the sound arrived from, resulting in two potential bearings to the contact—one on each side of the array.

Williams acknowledged Sonar’s report and rotated the periscope to a bearing of zero-three-zero, shifting to high power and activating the doubler. There were no contacts. He swung to the south. As he examined Kola Bay, he spotted a small speck on the horizon. He called to the Electronic Support Measures watch. “ESM, Conn. Report all radar contacts to the south.”

“Conn, ESM. I hold no contacts to the south.”

Williams selected the Captain’s stateroom on the 27-MC control box, then with his eye still against the periscope, retrieved the microphone from its holder.

“Captain, Officer of the Deck.”

A few seconds later, John Buglione answered. “Captain.”

“Captain, Officer of the Deck. Hold a new surface contact visually and on the towed array, designated Sierra two-one, bearing two-one-zero, classification unknown. Contact is exiting Kola Bay with no radar signature.”

“Very well,” Buglione replied. “I’ll be right there.”

*   *   *

Buglione entered the Control Room a moment later, his arrival announced by the Quartermaster. “Captain in Control.”

He stepped onto the Conn—a one-foot-high platform surrounding the two periscopes—and stopped behind Lieutenant Williams. “Let me take a look.”

Williams swung the periscope back to a bearing of two-one-zero, then stepped away. Buglione took his place, quickly adjusting the periscope optics to his setting. The contact was still too distant to classify visually. Fortunately, Sonar had begun to sort things out.

“Conn, Sonar. Sierra two-one is classified as a nuclear-powered submarine. Still analyzing.”

A Russian submarine was outbound, most likely K-561 Kazan, Buglione surmised. The sonar technicians were comparing the contact’s frequencies to those in Sonar’s database to determine the submarine class, and it didn’t take long to confirm Buglione’s suspicion.

“Conn, Sonar. Sierra two-one is classified as Yasen class.”

Kazan was the second Yasen class and the only one currently in service, with the lead submarine in the class—Severodvinsk—having been sunk under the polar ice cap beneath Ice Station Nautilus a few months ago.

Shortly after Sonar’s report, Buglione spotted plumes of water spray jetting into the air from Kazan’s bow and stern. The Russian submarine was submerging, venting the air in its main ballast tanks. Buglione stepped back, returning the periscope to Williams.

Buglione ordered, “Come down to one-five-zero feet and increase speed to ahead two-thirds. Station the Fire Control Tracking Party.”

*   *   *

Three minutes later, Pittsburgh was at 150 feet and ten knots, the periscope lowered. Sonar and the Control Room were fully manned, with supervisors standing behind the men at their workstations. The submarine’s Navigator, Lieutenant Bob Cibelli, had relieved Williams as Officer of the Deck, and Williams now occupied a combat control console on the starboard side, one of three workstations configured to determine the contact’s solution—its course, speed, and range.

Buglione announced, “This is the Captain. I have the Conn. Lieutenant Cibelli retains the Deck.” Buglione would now issue all tactical orders, while Cibelli managed the ship’s routine evolutions and monitored the navigation picture, ensuring Pittsburgh stayed clear of dangerous shoals. Buglione added, “Designate Sierra two-one as Master one. Track Master one.”

Moments later, Buglione’s Executive Officer, Lieutenant Commander Rick Schwartz, head of the Fire Control Tracking Party, announced, “Possible target zig due to downshift in frequency.”

Sonar was monitoring Kazan’s tonals and had noted decreasing frequencies. Like listening to an approaching train, the pitch of the train’s horn was higher as it approached, falling off after it passed. This was due to the Doppler effect, with the sound waves compressing if the source was approaching, or expanding if it was moving away. The subtle change in frequency was detectable by the submarine’s sensors, and that change provided valuable information.

Lieutenant Commander Schwartz stopped behind one of the combat control consoles and evaluated the frequency change, along with Kazan’s new bearing rate.

Schwartz announced, “Confirm target zig. Master one has turned to the northwest.”

Now that Kazan had submerged, its captain had changed course, hoping to slip by any NATO submarines lurking in the Barents. Buglione stopped behind Williams and examined the geographic plot on the upper display of his dual-screen workstation. It contained a map of the southern Barents Sea, with Pittsburgh in the center and Kola Bay to the south. To the northwest was Rybachy Peninsula. The Russian captain would likely hug the coastline until he reached Kazan’s assigned underwater transit lane, which would take his submarine toward its destination.

Pittsburgh would be close behind.

“Helm, right ten degrees rudder, steady course three-zero-zero.”

Under normal circumstances, Buglione would have maneuvered Pittsburgh in behind Kazan, trailing the Russian submarine in its baffles—a vulnerable area behind a submarine where the spherical array, mounted in the bow, couldn’t hear contacts due to sound being blocked by the hull. However, Kazan was a quiet submarine, held only on Pittsburgh’s towed array. Kazan was in shallow water, which Pittsburgh couldn’t enter, or its towed array, which drooped below the submarine’s keel, would drag on the bottom and be damaged. That meant Pittsburgh would stay farther out to sea on Kazan’s starboard stern.

The Helm complied and Pittsburgh swung to the northwest, angling in toward Kazan, while the Fire Control Tracking Party determined Master one’s course, speed, and range. Schwartz studied the geographic plot on the nearest console. After examining the distance to the shoals surrounding Rybachy Peninsula, Schwartz announced, “Maximum range to Master one is six thousand yards.”

It didn’t take long for the two fire control technicians and Lieutenant Williams to converge on similar solutions. Schwartz examined the three consoles, then tapped one of the fire control technicians on the shoulder. “Promote to Master.”

Satisfied that Pittsburgh had reached the optimum position behind Kazan, with the water becoming shallow, Buglione turned toward the northwest, paralleling Kazan’s track. “Helm, right ten degrees rudder, steady course three-three-zero.”

Now that Pittsburgh was properly positioned, with Kazan’s crew hopefully oblivious to the American submarine shadowing it, Buglione settled into the Captain’s chair on the Conn, waiting for Kazan’s next move.

*   *   *

Two hours later, Kazan altered course. One of the fire control technicians announced, “Possible target zig due to upshift in frequency.”

Lieutenant Commander Schwartz evaluated the various displays, then announced, “Confirm target zig, Master one. Contact has turned to the north. Set solution range at four thousand yards.”

Buglione kept Pittsburgh on its northwesterly course until they were behind Kazan, then turned north to follow. Kazan continued north at ten knots for just over an hour, when she turned to the east. But what caught Buglione’s attention wasn’t the ninety-degree course change—it was Sonar’s report over the Control Room speaker.

“Conn, Sonar. Receiving mechanical transients from Master one. Consistent with torpedo tube muzzle doors opening.”

The report took Buglione by surprise. Why would Kazan’s crew open its torpedo tube doors? Then he realized Kazan hadn’t been to sea for several weeks and its crew was most likely exercising their torpedo tubes for routine maintenance—American crews fired water slugs once a week to verify tube operability.

Just in case, Buglione brought his submarine to full manning. “Officer of the Deck,” he ordered, “man battle stations silently.”

This close to Kazan, Buglione didn’t want to activate the General Alarm—the loud bong, bong, bong used to awaken and alert the crew to a battle stations order or emergency. The sound traveled through the steel hull into the water, and at only a few thousand yards away, might be detected by Kazan’s sonar.

The Messenger and LAN Technician hurried through berthing and the other submarine spaces, alerting the crew. The Control Room and Sonar were already at full manning due to the Fire Control Tracking Party being stationed, and the rest of the crew streamed into the Torpedo Room and other spaces in preparation for combat. Buglione turned his attention to his weapons load. Tubes One and Two were loaded with MK 48 MOD 7 warshots, the most advanced heavyweight torpedo in the U.S. arsenal.

“Weps, power up tubes One and Two.”

The Weapons Officer relayed the order to a fire control technician manning the Weapons Launch Console, who applied power to both torpedoes. Buglione contemplated loading tubes Three and Four, but reloads were sometimes noisy, plus at this range, Pittsburgh would need only one torpedo.

Now that precautions had been taken for Kazan opening its torpedo muzzle doors—for what was almost assuredly routine operability checks—Buglione focused on the geographic situation. Due to Kazan’s turn to the east, Pittsburgh was now on the Russian submarine’s starboard beam, headed north. Buglione decided to maintain course. As Kazan moved eastward, Pittsburgh would slowly drive into Kazan’s baffles again, then turn to follow.

Buglione waited patiently while Pittsburgh moved in behind the Russian submarine again. But Sonar’s next announcement changed everything.

“Conn, Sonar. Torpedo launch transients from Master one!”

Buglione’s thoughts went in several directions at once. Under normal combat conditions, the response was clear: evade the incoming torpedo and counterfire. But Kazan couldn’t possibly be firing at Pittsburgh. There was no indication Pittsburgh had been detected, aside from the sudden maneuver to the east, plus the United States and Russia weren’t at war—and counterfiring might start one. If Buglione and his crew misinterpreted the sounds and sank the Russian submarine when it intended no harm, there’d be hell to pay. But if Kazan had really launched a warshot torpedo and Pittsburgh didn’t evade …

He needed more data, but couldn’t delay. “Helm, hard left rudder, steady course two-seven-zero. Ahead full.”

Buglione would normally have ordered ahead flank, but the submarine’s screw would have cavitated at maximum propulsion, spinning so fast in the shallow water that it’d serve as a sound beacon, giving away Pittsburgh’s presence. Buglione was still hopeful they’d somehow misinterpreted things, so he’d ordered ahead full, hoping to move out of the torpedo’s path without giving Pittsburgh’s presence away. In about thirty seconds, he’d know where the torpedo was headed and could increase speed to maximum if required. In the meantime, he prepared to counterfire.

“Firing Point Procedures, Master one, normal submerged presets. Tube One is primary, tube Two is secondary.”

As Pittsburgh swung to the west and increased speed, Buglione focused on the bearings to the incoming torpedo. They were drawing slightly aft, which told him the torpedo wasn’t aimed directly at Pittsburgh. But modern torpedoes weren’t like the World War II straight runners, which had to be aimed perfectly to get a hit. Today’s torpedoes were artificially intelligent, with their sonar and search algorithms turning on at a predetermined point. It would then scour the surrounding water to find its target, then adjust course and increase speed, closing on its prey until it was close enough to detonate.

Buglione’s crew prepared to counterfire, delivering the expected reports:

“Solution ready!” the Executive Officer announced, informing Buglione that a satisfactory target solution had been calculated and that the parameters—course, speed, and range—had been sent to the two torpedoes.

“Weapons ready!” the Weapons Officer reported. The torpedoes had accepted the target solution and search presets.

“Ship ready!” Lieutenant Cibelli announced, indicating the torpedo countermeasures were armed and ready to launch.

Pittsburgh steadied on its evasion course and speed. There had been no additional torpedo launches by Kazan, so Buglione focused on the single incoming torpedo. It was still drawing aft and would approach acquisition range—the distance at which its sonar could detect Pittsburgh—at any moment. As Buglione contemplated pulling the trigger, firing a warshot torpedo at Kazan, Sonar interrupted his thoughts.

“Conn, Sonar. Hold a new contact on the towed array, designated Sierra two-two, ambiguous bearings one-seven-zero and three-five-zero.” A moment later, Sonar followed up, “Conn, Sonar. Sierra two-two is classified submerged.”

Buglione examined the sonar display on the Conn. There was a second Russian submarine in the area, to the south of Pittsburgh, with Kazan to the north. Pittsburgh was bracketed. He shifted his attention to the torpedo bearings. They continued drawing aft, giving no indication the torpedo had detected Pittsburgh. The torpedo was headed south, toward—the second Russian submarine.

Then everything clicked. Pittsburgh had unwittingly stumbled into the middle of a Russian TORPEX—torpedo exercise—and Kazan was firing an exercise torpedo at its adversary to the south.

“Helm, ahead two-thirds. Right ten degrees rudder, steady course zero-three-zero.”

With the torpedo drawing aft, away from his submarine, Buglione slowed down and turned toward Kazan, attempting to slip into her baffles again.

As Buglione worked his way behind Kazan, he realized they’d stumbled into a gold mine. His eyes canvassed the Control Room displays—the Sonar and Combat Control Systems were recording every facet of the Russian torpedo exercise. Once the details were transmitted to the Office of Naval Intelligence, experts would analyze every aspect of the exercise: Russian submarine engagement tactics and torpedo characteristics—speed, sonar frequencies, and homing technique.

Buglione focused on the submarine Kazan had fired at. It remained steady on course and speed, giving no indication it had detected the incoming torpedo. Sonar reported the torpedo had acquired its target and was homing—increasing speed and the frequency of its pings—calculating a more accurate intercept solution. But the target Russian submarine still did not evade.

He considered the unusual situation. Maybe the target was an older submarine with an antiquated sonar suite, and the crew hadn’t detected the incoming torpedo.

“Conn, Sonar. Mechanical transient from Sierra two-two. Consistent with weapon impact.”

Buglione scratched his head. What the hell … Not only did the Russian submarine not evade, but the exercise torpedo hadn’t turned away once it had closed to a range which would guarantee a hit. American and Russian exercise torpedoes had safety features built in so they didn’t smash into their targets. No need to waste a three-million-dollar weapon each time—they floated to the surface after each run and were then refurbished.

Even more important, the safety features existed to prevent the torpedo from damaging the target submarine. While a broadside hit wasn’t a concern, a torpedo closing from astern could get sucked into the screw or propulsor, causing tens of millions of dollars in damage to the precision-machined blades, requiring a complete screw or propulsor replacement.

The Executive Officer announced, “Possible target zig, Master one and Sierra two-two due to change in bearing rate.”

A moment later, he confirmed the zigs, reporting that both contacts had turned to the south, toward Kola Bay. It looked like they were headed home. Another surprise, calling it a day after a single torpedo firing.

Buglione maneuvered Pittsburgh into Kazan’s baffles again, then returned to his chair on the Conn. He tried to make sense of today’s bizarre exercise. Only one torpedo had been fired, the target submarine hadn’t evaded, and the torpedo had smashed into the target. Zero-for-three when it came to typical TORPEXs.

And where in the hell did that second submarine come from? The intelligence summary received this morning listed no other Russian submarines in the Barents Sea or making preparations to get underway.

Buglione called out to the open microphone in the overhead. “Sonar, Conn. Have you classified Sierra two-two?”

“Conn, Sonar. Negative. It doesn’t match anything in the database. If we had to make a call, we’d say it’s a Yasen class, but it’s got several tonals never observed from either Severodvinsk or Kazan.”

Buglione acknowledged Sonar, then his thoughts returned to the unusual Russian exercise. He had questions, but no answers. Maybe the analysts back home would figure things out, poring over the data once Pittsburgh transmitted its message with the TORPEX details.


CHAPTER 3

WASHINGTON, D.C.

In the backseat of a black sedan speeding down South Capitol Street, National Security Advisor Christine O’Connor sat beside the president’s senior military aide, Marine Corps Colonel Bill DuBose. As their car crossed over the Anacostia River, headed toward Maryland, she opened a folder on her lap and reviewed the outline for today’s meeting. The topic was one she wasn’t looking forward to.

Russia.

America’s war with Russia had been short but intense, and the casualties hadn’t been limited to the soldiers and sailors involved in the conflict. Christine had done her part, a pawn in the effort to checkmate the Russian president, and had paid a price. Since her return to the White House, she hadn’t spoken about what happened to her in Russia; how she’d been handcuffed to a pipe above her head and tormented by the director of Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service. Christine had provided the details to her CIA debriefers and she was sure the president and his chief of staff had read the report. But thankfully, neither man had brought the topic up.

The cuts around her wrists where the handcuffs had dug into her flesh were hidden by her business suit and blouse sleeves, but the thin slice across her cheek remained faintly visible beneath her makeup. Although no one seemed to notice the scar, she saw it each time she looked in the mirror.

Christine studied the document on her lap, trying to focus on the upcoming meeting. Although the president’s intelligence briefings, which included an update from Christine, were short, it took extensive preparation to generate the condensed nuggets of information presented to the president. Each week, Christine met with representatives from one of America’s sixteen intelligence agencies. She’d asked Colonel DuBose to accompany her today, since today’s meeting would have a military flair—Navy to be exact—as they would be briefed by members of the Office of Naval Intelligence.

Tasked with maintaining a decisive information advantage over America’s adversaries, ONI focused on naval weapons and technology. The read-ahead on Christine’s lap contained the agenda for today’s meeting: an update on the Russian Navy and especially its submarine fleet, which remained a potent threat despite America’s recent victory. Of particular interest was K-561 Kazan, Russia’s newest and most advanced nuclear-powered attack submarine, which had been withheld from the intense battle for some reason.

The sedan pulled to a halt at a guarded gate just off Suitland Parkway, and after security credentials were reviewed, it was waved into the forty-two-acre compound housing the National Maritime Intelligence Center. After the sedan stopped in front of the four-story building, Christine slipped the folder into her leather briefcase and stepped from the car, joined by Colonel DuBose. Waiting inside the lobby was Carmen Aguirre, a senior supervisor in the three-thousand-member organization.

“Good morning, Christine,” Carmen said as they shook hands. “It’s good to see you again.” Her eyes went to the Marine beside Christine.

“Colonel Bill DuBose,” Christine said, “the president’s new senior military aide.”

Carmen escorted Christine and DuBose to a third-floor conference room occupied by eight men and women. Carmen made the introductions, informing Christine that today’s brief would be led by Dave Harrelson and Eric Mason, with the supporting cast present in case additional details were required.

As Christine took her seat at the head of the table with DuBose beside her, Carmen explained, “Dave Harrelson is our senior expert on Russian torpedoes. Eric Mason oversees Russian submarine technology.”

Harrelson was the first to brief, handing classified presentations to Christine and DuBose. “Last week,” Harrelson began, “one of our submarines in the Barents Sea was fortunate enough to witness a Russian torpedo exercise. After reviewing the data, it became clear this wasn’t a normal training exercise. We believe the Russians are testing a new torpedo.”

“Why do you think that?” Christine asked.

“Two reasons. The first is that the target submarine didn’t evade, which means its sole purpose was to serve as a target, and the second is that the Russians employed set-to-hit shots, which means they let the torpedo smash into the target instead of activating the usual safety features. American and Russian exercise torpedoes usually employ a turn-away feature or run the torpedo at a different depth from the target to prevent damage to the torpedo and submarine.

“On occasion, we employ set-to-hit shots to verify the final homing and detonation phases, but only when we’re testing new torpedoes or significant upgrades to our current inventory. Set-to-hit torpedoes have dummy, instrumented warheads so we can verify the exploder mechanism sends the fire signal, with the data sent back to the submarine over the torpedo’s guidance wire.”

Harrelson went on to explain that modern heavyweight torpedoes had thin guidance wires attached to the torpedo while they pursued their target, over which the submarine crew could send new commands and the torpedo could send back target and torpedo data.

“Which gets me to the exciting part,” Harrelson said. “We believe Russia has developed a new torpedo, and we know where it smashed into the target submarine and went to the bottom, which means…” Harrelson paused for effect, and Christine ventured a guess.

“We can retrieve it.”

“Exactly,” Harrelson replied. “We’re coordinating with COMSUBFOR staff, arranging a pickup. USS Jimmy Carter has the requisite equipment, but just entered dry dock for a three-month-long maintenance period. A viable alternative is USS Michigan. The water depth where the Russian torpedo exercise occurred is shallow enough for the SEAL Delivery Vehicle aboard, and the SEALs have buoyancy devices they can use to lift the torpedo from the bottom. The only challenge is finding the torpedo. Fortunately, Russian exercise torpedoes, like American ones, have end-of-run pingers which help locate the torpedo if it goes to the bottom or starts to float away on the surface while it’s waiting to be retrieved. USS Pittsburgh returned to the area where the Russian torpedo went to the bottom and verified that its pinger is operating.

“Michigan should receive orders today. We’re hoping the Russians aren’t interested in retrieving their smashed torpedo or aren’t in a hurry to do so. Once we have it, we’ll send it to one of our undersea warfare centers for analysis.”

Harrelson finished with, “Any questions, Miss O’Connor?”

Christine looked up from her notepad as she finished adding a comment. “I think I understand everything.” She queried Colonel DuBose, who shook his head.

Harrelson turned to Mason. “Eric will discuss a more perplexing issue.”

Eric Mason handed copies of his brief to Christine and Colonel DuBose. “The target submarine in the Russian torpedo exercise took everyone here by surprise. It’s Alexander, the third Yasen class submarine.”

“Why were you surprised?” Christine asked.

“Because Alexander hasn’t been completed yet, or so we thought. Our latest intel indicated she’s at least a year away from completing construction. Then we spotted her pulling into port with her sister ship, Kazan, the day of the torpedo exercise. The Russians must have gone into around-the-clock shiftwork at least two years ago, and they apparently implemented a firm security lockdown because none of our sources near the Sevmash shipyard where Alexander was being built gave us a heads-up. Alexander was also launched in complete secrecy, pulled out from the covered construction facility and launched at night, so we wouldn’t detect the launch via satellite. That begs the questions—why the accelerated construction schedule, and why the secret launch?”

Mason flipped a page on his presentation, revealing a satellite picture of a submarine tied to a pier. “What’s even more interesting is Alexander itself. At first, we didn’t know which class of submarine we were looking at, because it’s sixty feet longer than the two previous Yasen class submarines. Upon close examination, however, we realized it is a Yasen class, except it’s got an extra sixty-foot-long hull section inserted between the reactor and forward compartments.”

“Like Jimmy Carter?” Christine asked, referring to the Seawolf class submarine and its secretive additional compartment.

“That’d be a good analogy,” Mason replied. “But it’s unlikely Alexander is Jimmy Carter’s counterpart. That honor belongs to Podmoskovye, a modified Delta IV. Alexander’s extra compartment isn’t long enough to handle the equipment the Russians have developed for use with its Jimmy Carter version. So why was the hull extended?”

Mason added, “We’ve requested additional reconnaissance satellites be brought to bear on the issue, and we’re pressing on the human intelligence front. The CIA has their hooks into several high-ranking Russian Navy officials, and they’re going to see what they can find out.”

Carmen informed Christine, “This concludes our briefs. Is there anything else we can help you with today?”

Christine spent a few minutes reviewing what remained of the Russian surface navy, which had been devastated by the American task force two weeks earlier, as well as the status of the five aircraft carriers and their escorts participating in the attack. All five carriers had been heavily damaged and only two were currently operational, with the other three on their way back to shipyards for repair.

After the update, Christine asked Colonel DuBose, “Do you have any questions?”

DuBose shook his head. “None from me.”

Christine thanked Harrelson and Mason, along with the others around the table, then turned to Carmen. “Inform me if you discover anything significant about Russia’s new torpedo or modified Yasen class.”


CHAPTER 4

USS MICHIGAN

USS Michigan was headed east across the Pacific Ocean, approaching the end of its communication broadcast window. Standing on the Conn in the submarine’s Control Room, Lieutenant Clif Bradley lifted his hands in the darkness, rotating the periscope ring above his head.

“Raising number two scope.”

As the periscope slid silently up from its well, Bradley held his hands out near his waist on each side of the scope barrel until the periscope handles hit his palms. When the scope finished its ascent, he snapped the handles down and pressed his face against the eyepiece, checking the periscope settings. With a flick of his left wrist, he tilted the scope optics skyward. But there was only darkness.

Bradley called out to the microphone in the overhead, “All stations, Conn. Proceeding to periscope depth.” Sonar, Radio, and Nav Center acknowledged, then Bradley ordered, “Dive, make your depth eight-zero feet.”

The Diving Officer directed the two watchstanders in front of him, “Stern planes, ten up. Helm, full rise fairwater planes.”

Five hundred feet behind them, the control surfaces on the submarine’s stern rotated, pushing the stern down until the ship was tilted upward at a ten-degree angle, while the control surfaces on the submarine’s sail shifted to full rise.

“Passing one-five-zero feet,” the Dive called out as Michigan rose toward the surface.

Peering into the periscope, Bradley scanned the dark water, looking for evidence of ships above, their navigation lights reflecting on the ocean’s surface. As Michigan ascended, it was silent in Control aside from the Dive’s reports. There would be no conversation until the periscope broke the surface and Bradley called out No close contacts or Emergency Deep. Submarines were vulnerable during their slow ascent to periscope depth, unable to move quickly out of the way if there was a nearby surface ship Sonar hadn’t picked up or its position was incorrectly calculated by Combat Control.

With a submerged displacement of eighteen thousand tons, Michigan was less maneuverable than the nimble fast attacks. The former ballistic missile submarine was almost two football fields long, seven stories tall, and as wide as a three-lane highway. Converted into a guided missile submarine, Michigan now carried 154 Tomahawk cruise missiles loaded in twenty-two of its twenty-four missile tubes, with the remaining two tubes converted into access hatches to two Dry Deck Shelters (DDS) attached to the submarine’s missile deck. Within one shelter rested a Swimmer Delivery Vehicle—a mini-sub capable of transporting Navy SEALs for clandestine operations—while the other shelter held two Rigid Hull Inflatable Boats for quick transport ashore. Aboard Michigan tonight, in berthing installed in the Missile Compartment during its conversion, slept two platoons of Navy SEALs, ready should their services be required.

Their services would not be necessary tonight, nor the rest of the deployment. They were heading home to Bangor, Washington, in the Pacific Northwest, following a hectic deployment through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean and Black Sea. Tonight’s journey to periscope depth was a welcome reprieve from the tense forays over the last month as Russia invaded Ukraine and Lithuania, and Michigan battled Russian frigates and launched Tomahawk missiles against America’s adversary.

As Michigan rose toward periscope depth, Bradley couldn’t see the submarine’s Commanding Officer in the darkness, but he felt his presence. Sitting on the starboard side of the Conn monitoring his submarine’s ascent was Captain Murray Wilson, the most senior captain in the Submarine Force. Having previously commanded the fast attack submarine USS Buffalo, Michigan was his second command.

Bradley continued his circular sweeps, peering up through the black water, spotting a small wavering disk of light in the distance; the moon’s blue-white reflection on the ocean’s surface. He gradually tilted the scope optics down toward the horizon. As the Dive called out eight-zero feet, the scope broke through the water’s surface and Bradley commenced his circular sweeps, searching for nearby contacts: quiet warships or deep draft merchants bearing down on Michigan as it glided slowly at periscope depth.

After completing his search, Bradley called out the report everyone in Control was hoping for. “No close contacts!”

Conversation in Control resumed, and Radio’s report over the speakers broke the subdued conversations. “Conn, Radio. Download in progress.”

Navigation followed with the expected report, “Satellite fix received.”

Bradley acknowledged Radio and Nav Center, then after the usual two-minute wait, Radio confirmed Michigan had downloaded the latest round of naval messages. “Conn, Radio. Download complete.”

They had accomplished the two objectives for their trip to periscope depth, so Bradley ordered Michigan back to the safety of the ocean depths.

“All stations, Conn. Going deep. Helm, ahead two-thirds. Dive, make your depth two hundred feet.” Michigan tilted downward, leaving periscope depth behind. “Scope’s under,” Bradley announced, then reached up and rotated the periscope ring, lowering the scope back into its well.

The lights in Control flicked on, shifting to Rig for Gray, allowing everyone’s eyes to adjust, then shifted to White. As Michigan leveled off at two hundred feet, a radioman entered Control, message board in hand, delivering the clipboard to the submarine’s Commanding Officer. Wilson flipped through the messages, reading two in detail.

When he finished, he ordered Bradley, “Have the Nav and Commander McNeil meet me in the Battle Management Center.”

Bradley acknowledged and dispatched the Messenger of the Watch while Wilson entered the Battle Management Center behind the Control Room. The former Navigation Center had been transformed during Michigan’s conversion from ballistic to guided missile submarine. It was now crammed with twenty-five multipurpose consoles, each with two color displays, one atop the other, plus several sixty-inch plasma screens mounted on the bulkheads. The ship’s Navigator, Lieutenant Charlie Eaton, was the first to arrive, followed by Commander John McNeil, in charge of the SEAL detachment aboard Michigan.

“Change in plans,” Wilson announced, handing the message board to McNeil. “Home is going to have to wait a while longer. We’ve been diverted for a scavenger hunt.” When McNeil finished reading the message, Wilson asked, “Do you have what you need to retrieve the torpedo?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” McNeil answered. “We have buoyancy devices for the heavier weapons. How are we going to find the torpedo, though?”

“If its end-of-run pinger is still working when we get there, it should be easy. We’ll pick it up on Sonar. If not, we won’t find it.”

Wilson turned to his Navigator. “We’ve also received our new waterspace message. They’re routing us into the Barents Sea by the most direct path.”

A perplexed expression formed on the Navigator’s face. Michigan was in the Pacific Ocean, and the most direct path to the Barents Sea was over the top of the world, under the polar ice cap. “They’re routing us under the ice?”

“Yep,” Wilson replied. “Our new track turns us north in an hour.”


CHAPTER 5

THE BERING STRAIT

Captain Wilson leaned over the navigation plot in Control as USS Michigan approached the hazardous Marginal Ice Zone. At the fringe of the polar ice cap, wave action and ocean swells broke off edges of the ice floes, creating a zone of broken ice extending outward over a hundred miles. However, it wasn’t the ice floating on the surface that concerned Wilson. It was the random icebergs scattered throughout the Marginal Ice Zone. Most of the icebergs were small, but the larger ones descended several hundred feet, occasionally deep enough to ground on the bottom of the shallow Bering Strait.

Wilson called to Lieutenant Jeff Porteous. “Officer of the Deck, set the Arctic Routine.”

By setting the Arctic Routine, Wilson had ordered additional sonar consoles manned and the Deck and Conn split, with Wilson and the submarine’s Executive Officer alternating as the Conning Officer. The additional watchstanders arrived and Wilson relieved Porteous of the Conn, announcing the turnover to watchstanders in Control.

“The Captain has the Conn. Lieutenant Porteous retains the Deck.”

The Quartermaster acknowledged and continued preparations for entering the Marginal Ice Zone. He energized the submarine’s topsounder and fathometer. The topsounder would send sonar pings up from one of four hydrophones mounted on top of Michigan’s hull: two on the sail and one each on the bow and stern. The topsounder would detect ice above and provide warning if an ice keel descended toward them. To help avoid the occasional iceberg, Michigan would run deep, closer to the bottom than usual, using the fathometer to ensure they didn’t run aground.

One of the sonar watchstanders energized Michigan’s High Frequency Array, the forward-looking under-ice sonar mounted in the front of the sail. The array sent pulses out in front of the submarine and displayed the objects ahead as colored blotches. Different colors represented the intensity of the sonar return, with red indicating a large, deep, or dense formation.

Unfortunately, ice-detection sonars were not very good at determining the depth of the object, which is what ultimately mattered. The color of the ice was key. As Michigan closed on the object, shallow ice keels would recede upward and exit the ice-detection beam. As it receded, the color would change from bright red to darker, cooler colors until it faded to black.

The ice-detection sonar used a simple geometry algorithm to determine if the obstacle was a threat. If the ice didn’t change from red to another color within a certain distance—the Minimum Allowable Fade Range—Wilson would have to turn or go deeper. The display was black; there were no ice formations ahead.

Their journey beneath the ice would be treacherous, transiting over the shallow Chukchi Shelf in the Pacific and the Barents Shelf in the Atlantic. The ice keels were still deep this time of year, leaving little room for safe transit. As Wilson prepared to take Michigan beneath the ice, he knew he wouldn’t get much sleep until they reached the deep-water basins of the Arctic Ocean.

The Quartermaster looked up from the electronic chart and announced, “Entering the Marginal Ice Zone.”

*   *   *

Four days later, with his submarine five hundred feet beneath the polar ice cap, Captain Wilson entered USS Michigan’s Control Room, stopping to examine the electronic chart, assessing his submarine’s transit. Michigan was traversing the deep-water portion of the Arctic Ocean, her main engines pushing the eighteen-thousand-ton submarine forward at ahead flank speed. They were approaching the Lomonosov mid-ocean ridge, which rose rapidly to three thousand feet before dropping off to an average depth of fourteen thousand feet. In the deep-water basins, Michigan could proceed at maximum speed without fear of hitting the bottom or ice keels descending from above.

Beside Wilson stood Petty Officer Second Class Pat Leenstra, on watch as Quartermaster. Leenstra was analyzing the ship’s two inertial navigators for error. Once Michigan passed 84 degrees north latitude, both inertial navigators had been shifted to Polar Mode to compensate for the reduced effect of the earth’s rotation. Traveling across the top of the world was always touchy when relying on inertial navigators. For example, when at the North Pole, no matter which direction you turned, you were headed south.

“How are we doing, Leenstra?”

“Good, sir. Both inertial navigators are tracking closely together.”

That was good news, as they wouldn’t be able to get a satellite fix until they exited from under the polar ice cap, or came across a lead or polynya. The ice cap was not a solid sheet of ice, but a piecemeal collection of ice floes jammed together by the wind, currents, and waves. The floe edges did not always meet, creating leads—narrow gaps within which submarines could surface. There were also polynyas—ice-free holes the size of a small lake, often large enough for two or more submarines to surface. Polynyas were rare, however, with submarines almost always surfacing in leads or punching through a thin section of ice.

The under-ice transit had been uneventful thus far, and it wouldn’t be long before Michigan entered the Barents Sea.

*   *   *

Several days later, Michigan prepared to exit from under the ice in the Barents Sea.

“Approaching the Barents Shelf,” the Quartermaster announced.

“Helm, ahead two-thirds,” Wilson ordered, stationed as the Conning Officer again.

Wilson slowed from ahead flank as they approached the Barents Shelf, where the bottom rose rapidly from a depth of fourteen thousand feet to less than seven hundred. In another hour, they’d exit from beneath the polar ice cap and enter the Marginal Ice Zone again, then continue their trek south toward the Russian torpedo.


CHAPTER 6

GADZHIYEVO, RUSSIA

Along the curving shoreline of Yagelnaya Bay, with the early morning sun cresting the rocky hills to the east, Captain Second Rank Anatoly Mikhailov strode down the pier toward his submarine. The six-week-long polar night had ended a few months ago and the snowfall had ceased, but his shoes still crunched through the white remnants of the Kola Peninsula’s harsh winter. Tied up alongside the center pier of Gadzhiyevo Naval Base were Russia’s two newest nuclear attack submarines: K-561 Kazan and K-562 Alexander. The Yasen class submarines incorporated cutting-edge technology and were formidable ships. Mikhailov hoped an opportunity would soon arise to test his submarine’s capabilities against his American counterparts.

The sun glinted off the sides of his 140-meter-long submarine, the white uniforms of his men assembled topside contrasting with the ship’s black hull. All appeared ready for Kazan’s sortie to sea this morning. Across the pier, Alexander’s crew was also preparing to get underway. They had disconnected from electrical power and other shore services, and its brow was being lifted away by the nearby crane, swinging it onto the pier.

Mikhailov crossed the brow onto his submarine as the crane swiveled around toward Kazan. After exiting the Murmansk Fjord and entering the Barents Sea, both submarines would return to the same operating area where they had tested the torpedo last week. Technical adjustments had been made, Mikhailov had been told, although the design leads were tight-lipped about what those changes had been. He looked forward to a successful test, with Kazan’s role appropriately recognized.

Mikhailov stopped beside his First Officer, standing before the crew formation. After an update on preparations this morning and satisfied that his submarine was ready, Mikhailov gave the order.

“Station the underway watch.”


CHAPTER 7

USS MICHIGAN

“Two nautical miles to the mark,” the Quartermaster reported.

Now that Michigan had exited from under the polar ice cap and left the Marginal Ice Zone behind, Wilson had resumed the submarine’s normal underway watch stations. Lieutenant Bradley, on watch as Officer of the Deck, ordered Michigan to slow.

“Helm, ahead one-third.”

Michigan slowed to five knots and Bradley joined Captain Wilson at the navigation plot, watching the white dot representing their ship march south toward the red X, which annotated the position of the Russian torpedo. However, its location was only approximate, reconstructed from USS Pittsburgh’s encounter with the two Russian submarines. The course, speed, and range of each Russian submarine were only estimates, as was the location where the torpedo impacted Alexander’s hull. To find the torpedo on the bottom of the Barents Sea, they needed a more precise location.

Wilson waited patiently while Sonar searched for the torpedo’s end-of-run pinger, a high-frequency emission that sounded like a bird chirp. The end-of-run battery contained limited power, so the frequency was high, making the detection range short. Fortunately, Michigan’s crew knew where to look.

“Conn, Sonar. Detecting torpedo end-of-run pinger, bearing one-seven-seven.”

Bradley acknowledged, then ordered, “Helm, come left to course one-seven-seven.”

The Helm complied and Michigan altered course three degrees to port. They now knew in what direction the torpedo lay, but not how far. Michigan, like the other Ohio class submarines, had no active sonar system, but not even the most sophisticated system aboard the newest fast attacks could discern a torpedo on the bottom. They’d have to get close, then rely on the SEAL’s MK 1, MOD 0 eyeballs.

Michigan steadied on course one-seven-seven at five knots, with Sonar reporting the bearing to the torpedo every ten seconds until it suddenly vanished.

“Conn, Sonar. Passing over the Russian torpedo.”

Michigan’s spherical array sonar, mounted in the bow, could no longer hear the torpedo’s end-of-run pinger. The transmissions were now blocked by Michigan’s long steel hull.

“Helm, all stop,” Bradley ordered. “Back full. Dive, prepare to hover at one-five-zero feet.”

The Quartermaster marked the spot they’d lost the pinger as the Helm rung up the backing bell. Once initial conditions were established, the Diving Officer ordered the Chief of the Watch to engage hovering.

Michigan continued to slow, and when it approached zero knots, Bradley ordered, “Helm, all stop.”

Michigan coasted to a halt, hovering at one-five-zero feet.

Wilson left the Control Room, entering the Battle Management Center, where Commander McNeil was present along with several SEALs and Navy divers manning the consoles. Two additional SEALs were standing by—one officer and one enlisted—wearing black dive suits. The officer, Lieutenant Jake Harrison, was one of the two platoon Officers-in-Charge. Unlike most lieutenants, who were in their twenties, Harrison was in his forties. The prior enlisted SEAL had reached the rank of chief before receiving his commission as an officer.

Wilson addressed McNeil. “We’ve located the Russian torpedo. It’s about a hundred yards behind us. We’re ready to deploy when you are.”

McNeil acknowledged and gave the order, and Navy divers and the two SEALs began preparing for the launch.

*   *   *

Lieutenant Harrison and Petty Officer First Class Sam Carver entered the Missile Compartment, stopping by tube One, the first tube on the starboard side. Carver opened the circular hatch and the two men stepped inside the seven-foot-diameter tube. Harrison climbed a steel ladder up two levels as Carver followed, entering the Dry Deck Shelter, bathed in diffuse red light.

The shelter was a conglomeration of three separate chambers: a spherical hyperbaric chamber at the forward end to treat injured divers, a spherical transfer trunk in the middle, which Harrison and Carver had entered, and a long cylindrical hangar section containing the SEAL Delivery Vehicle (SDV), a black mini-sub resembling a fat torpedo—twenty-two feet long by six feet in diameter. The hangar was divided into two sections by a Plexiglas shield dropping halfway down from the top, with the SDV on one side and controls for operating the hangar on the other side.

Harrison stepped into the hangar, which was manned by five Navy divers: one on the forward side of the Plexiglas shield to operate the controls, and the other four in scuba gear on the other side. Carver sealed the hatch behind him, then the two SEALs ducked under the Plexiglas shield, stopping at the forward end of the SDV, which was loaded nose first into the Dry Deck Shelter. The SDV had two seating areas, one in front of the other, each capable of carrying two persons. Instead of two SEALs in the backseat, it was packed with flotation devices they planned to attach to the Russian torpedo, plus two dive lights.

Carver placed one of the dive lights in the front seat of the SDV, then helped Harrison into a rebreather, a closed-circuit breathing apparatus required due to the depth of the dive. Harrison returned the favor. After donning their fins, the two men climbed into the front seat of the SDV. Harrison manipulated the controls and the Barents Sea appeared on the navigation display.

Harrison put his facemask on, as did Carver, then rendered the okay hand signal to the diver on the other side of the Plexiglas shield. Dark water surged into the hangar, gushing up from vents beneath them. The hangar was quickly flooded except for a pocket of air on the other side of the Plexiglas shield, where the Navy diver operated the Dry Deck Shelter. There was a faint rumbling as the circular hatch at the end of the shelter opened, and two divers on each side of the SDV glided toward the chamber opening with a kick of their fins.

The divers pulled rails out onto the submarine’s missile deck, and the SDV was extracted from the hangar. Harrison manipulated the controls and the SDV’s propeller started spinning, and the submersible lifted off its rails. It rose slowly, then moved forward, passing above the Dry Deck Shelter and along the starboard side of Michigan’s sail, cruising over the submarine’s bow into the dark water ahead.

Now that they had exited the steel Dry Deck Shelter, Harrison’s SDV picked up the high-frequency pings from the Russian torpedo. It was behind them; Michigan had passed over it before stopping, so Harrison turned the SDV around as it descended toward the bottom.


CHAPTER 8

THE BARENTS SEA

K-561 KAZAN

In Kazan’s Central Command Post, Captain Second Rank Anatoly Mikhailov verified his submarine’s position on the electronic chart, not far from where the torpedo fired during their last exercise had gone to the bottom. They had just entered the two-layer exercise area, with Kazan assigned to the deeper portion. Upon joining Russia’s submarine fleet, Mikhailov had been surprised at how tightly submarine underwater movements were controlled. On the surface, submarines could determine what route to take going from points A to B. Once submerged, however, submarine transits were along specified tracks, and no two submarines were allowed to operate in the same area except during carefully controlled training engagements or transits. In those cases, one submarine would be restricted shallow and the other deep.

The reason for this was the complexity of tracking contacts while submerged. On the surface, radar and the human eye easily conveyed the information required to avoid another ship, but not so underwater. Unlike radar, passive sonar could only determine the direction of the contact, not how far away it was. With only the bearing to the contact, determining its course, speed, and range took time; time during which a contact could approach dangerously close.

It was not uncommon for submarines, particularly during the Cold War, to collide as one trailed the other in a high-tech game of cat and mouse, guessing wrong at what new speed and course the lead submarine had maneuvered to before the crew sorted it out. Even after the Cold War, collisions still occurred. Just to the south, off Kildin Island, an American submarine—USS Baton Rouge—had collided with K-276 Kostroma.

Mikhailov wasn’t worried about American submarines at the moment. His first concern was Alexander, ensuring Kazan stayed within its specified depth stratum as his crew determined a firing solution. They were at Combat Stations, tracking Alexander lurking off Kazan’s starboard beam. The conversations in the command post were subdued and disciplined as they prepared to attack.

THE BARENTS SEA

Harrison dove the SDV deeper, angling toward the bottom. The faint light from the surface had faded, leaving Harrison and Carver shrouded in darkness aside from the dive light that Carver used to search the water ahead. Harrison checked the depth gauge; they were almost there. A moment later, the bottom of the Barents Sea appeared. The bearing to the torpedo pinger was still straight ahead, so Harrison leveled off the SDV and slowed as Carver searched side to side with the light. On one of the sweeps, the light illuminated a torpedo with a smashed nose lying on the gravelly bottom.

Harrison shifted the propeller into reverse, then cut the engine after the SDV slowed to a halt. After a few taps of the controls, the SDV drifted downward, coming to rest on the bottom. Carver exited the SDV, as did Harrison, who grabbed the second dive light. The two SEALs examined the torpedo. It had remained in one piece, with the only damage being a crushed nose.

Now came the hard part. An American heavyweight torpedo, fired by submarines, weighed three thousand pounds and the Russian torpedo would be somewhere in that range. Carver dug his hand into the gravelly bottom. It was loose and easily excavated. He retrieved three flotation devices, with floats on each end connected by a cable, unhooking the cable from one device on each. The two SEALs dug three small trenches beneath the torpedo and slid the cables beneath it, reconnecting the three flotation devices on the other side.

Carver activated the flotation devices on the front and back of the torpedo, which filled the floats with carbon dioxide. He then activated the middle one, which was adjustable, inflating both ends to fifty percent. The torpedo remained on the bottom. Carver increased the buoyancy until the torpedo slowly rose. He held it down while Harrison lassoed the tail of the Russian weapon with a nylon rope, tying it to the back of the SDV. Carver released his grip and the torpedo rose slowly until its ascent was halted by the rope.

Satisfied that the weapon was sufficiently buoyant and firmly attached to the mini-sub, Harrison and Carver returned to the SDV. A moment later, it lifted off from the bottom and angled slowly upward, towing the torpedo backwards through the water as they headed toward USS Michigan.

KAZAN

Captain Third Rank Erik Fedorov, Kazan’s First Officer, stood behind two fire control consoles, peering over the shoulders of the two operators. He tapped one man on the shoulder. “Set as Primary.” He complied and Fedorov announced, “Captain, I have a firing solution.”

Mikhailov examined the target parameters. Alexander was eight kilometers off Kazan’s starboard beam, headed west at ten knots. He was about to issue the Prepare to Fire order when he was interrupted by a report over the command post speakers.

“Command Post, Hydroacoustic. Request the Captain’s presence in Hydroacoustic.”

Mikhailov stepped into the adjacent Hydroacoustic center. “What is the issue?”

The Hydroacoustic Party Leader replied, “We have a problem, sir. Shortly after entering our operating area today, we gained the end-of-run pinger from the torpedo we fired at Alexander last week.” He pointed to a sonar trace on the screen—small green blips to the northeast, appearing every ten seconds.

Mikhailov had trouble discerning the problem. Picking up the end-of-run pinger was to be expected. “And…?” he asked.

“It started moving a few minutes ago.”

Mikhailov took a closer look at the track. It had a slight bearing drift. The Hydroacoustic Party Leader continued, “It looks like we’re having another malfunction.”

Kazan’s tactical systems had been significantly modernized compared to the previous Yasen class submarine, Severodvinsk, and there had been numerous bugs and ghost traces as the programmers fixed the defective software. All of the kinks had supposedly been worked out, but apparently not. The extent of the malfunction was what worried Mikhailov. Before he fired one of the new torpedoes loaded aboard this morning, he needed to ensure his solution was accurate. It would not reflect well on him and his crew if the torpedo sped off in an errant direction.

“Do you think a restart will fix it?” Mikhailov asked.

“A warm restart is unlikely to help. If you want to address this, a cold restart is required.”

Mikhailov considered the recommendation. It’d take twenty minutes for a complete cold restart, wiping the memory banks clean and reloading all data and algorithms. Before giving the order, Mikhailov considered the possibility the hydroacoustic system was actually working properly. If so, that meant the torpedo was being retrieved by someone.

“Evaluate all hydroacoustic parameters for additional indications of a malfunction. In the meantime, perform a detailed search in the northeast sector.”

USS MICHIGAN

“Conn, Sonar. Gained a new contact on the towed array, designated Sierra five-one, ambiguous bearings one-five-zero and two-one-zero. Analyzing.”

Wilson, seated in the Captain’s chair on the Conn, listened attentively to Sonar’s report. Up to now, everything had gone as planned. Michigan had slipped quietly into the Barents Sea and Sonar had reported that the Russian torpedo’s end-of-run pinger was gaining strength, indicating the SEALs had found it and were hauling it toward Michigan.

Sonar followed up, “Sonar, Conn. Sierra five-one is designated Russian nuclear-powered submarine. Analyzing for class. Also hold a new contact on the towed array, designated Sierra five-two, ambiguous bearings one-four-two and two-one-eight.”

Wilson stood as Lieutenant Bradley acknowledged. To the Officer of the Deck, Wilson ordered, “Man Battle Stations Torpedo silently.”

He’d normally have stationed only the Fire Control Tracking Party, but there was no telling how sensitive the torpedo development project was, nor the measures the Russians would take to prevent one of their new weapons from falling into American hands. The Officer of the Deck dispatched the Messenger of the Watch and LAN Technician to make the rounds through the Operations and Missile compartments, while the Chief of the Watch notified the Engine Room over a sound-powered phone circuit.

With one and possibly two Russian submarines in the area, Wilson would normally have maneuvered aggressively, attempting to keep sufficient distance between Michigan and the Russian submarines while determining each contact’s course, speed, and range. However, Wilson was currently handcuffed. Michigan was hovering at all stop, and could not maneuver until the SEAL SDV had been retrieved into its Dry Deck Shelter.

He entered the Battle Management Center behind the Control Room, stopping beside Commander McNeil. Wilson’s eyes went to one of the video screens, displaying the feed from a camera mounted to Michigan’s sail, looking aft over the two Dry Deck Shelters. The water was faintly illuminated by light filtering from the surface, and there was no indication of the approaching SDV.

“How much longer?” Wilson asked.

“Can’t say for sure,” McNeil replied. “But it shouldn’t be more than another minute or two.”

Not long thereafter, the SDV materialized from the murky water behind USS Michigan with the Russian torpedo in tow. The SDV approached the starboard shelter, gliding over the missile deck before coming to a halt above the rails extended from the shelter. The Russian torpedo clung to the SDV like a balloon, attached to the aft end of the mini-sub.

Slowly, the SDV sank until it rested on the rails. Two divers secured the SDV for retrieval into the starboard shelter, while two other divers and the two SEALs hauled the torpedo down and guided it toward the port DDS, which had more room since it contained two Rigid Hulled Inflatable Boats. The SDV and torpedo were placed inside the shelters, and the nine-foot-diameter hangar doors slowly closed, each one sealing with a faint clank.

KAZAN

“Command Post, Hydroacoustic. Mechanical transients, bearing zero-three-five, on the same bearing as the torpedo end-of-run pinger.” A moment later, Hydroacoustic followed up, “Loss of end-of-run pinger.”

Mikhailov’s features hardened. The torpedo had been hauled aboard a vessel, its end-of-run pinger shielded by the vessel’s hull. There were no surface ships in the area during Kazan’s last trip to periscope depth and Hydroacoustic hadn’t picked up a surface contact since then either. That meant the vessel was a submarine.

“Steersman, left full rudder, steady course zero-three-five, ahead full.”

Kazan’s attack on Alexander would have to wait.

USS MICHIGAN

“Battle Stations Torpedo is manned,” the Chief of the Watch reported as Wilson returned to the Control Room, “with the exception of the Conning Officer.”

Wilson rectified that issue. “This is the Captain. I have the Conn. Lieutenant Bradley retains the Deck.”

A glance at the nearest combat control console told Wilson what he needed to know. Both Russian submarines were to the south. Unfortunately, whether the two contacts were to the southeast or southwest was unknown, since Michigan had been at all stop, unable to maneuver to resolve the towed array’s bearing ambiguity. Making matters worse, Michigan was pointed south, toward the Russian submarines.

“Helm, ahead standard. Hard left rudder, steady course north.”

Without knowing which bearings were correct, deciding which way to turn was a fifty-fifty proposition. But now that Michigan was moving, Sonar would be able to resolve the matter.

As Michigan increased speed, swinging slowly to the north, Sonar reported, “Conn, Sonar. Gained Sierra five-one on the spherical array, bearing two-one-five.”

Bearing ambiguity had been resolved. Sierra five-one was to the southwest.

Wilson announced, “Designate Sierra five-one as Master one. Track Master one.”

Master one was to the southwest and Wilson had turned away. He’d guessed correctly. As Michigan steadied up on its new course to the north, a well-known Submarine Force adage flashed through his mind.

It’s better to be lucky than good.

Submarine combat wasn’t an exact science. Due to the uncertainty in target range, course, and speed resulting from prosecuting targets with passive sonar only, combat was guided by numerous estimates and hunches. No matter how skilled a submarine’s crew or superior its submarine and weapons were, a single turn in the wrong direction could spell disaster.

As Michigan steadied up at ahead standard, Wilson focused on the nearest combat control console, wondering whether either Russian submarine had detected Michigan before it completed its turn to the north. His Executive Officer’s announcement answered his question.

“Possible target zig, Master one, due to upshift in frequency.”

The Russian submarine had turned toward Michigan and likely increased speed as well. Michigan wasn’t as fast as Russian nuclear attack submarines, and with two Dry Deck Shelters attached to the missile deck, was a few knots slower than her official speed. Wilson couldn’t outrun the Russian submarine. He’d have to slip away. To do that, he needed to know what course the Russian submarine was on.

“Confirm target zig,” the Executive Officer announced. “Master one has turned to the northeast and increased speed.”

Wilson responded, “Helm, ahead full. Left ten degrees rudder. Steady course three-three-zero.”

The Helm complied and Michigan swung to the northwest, keeping Master one out of its baffles, so its approach could be monitored with both the spherical and towed arrays. Shortly after steadying on the new ordered course, however, Master one faded from the spherical array.

“Conn, Sonar. Loss of Master one on the spherical array.”

That was good news. Michigan was opening range. Wilson studied the combat control console displays, with his Executive Officer hovering behind them, evaluating the target solutions. All three consoles were converging on similar parameters. Master one was on course zero-three-five at twenty-five knots, eight thousand yards and opening. It looked like Master one had picked up a mechanical transient from Michigan, most likely due to closing the large Dry Deck Shelter doors. That the Russian submarine remained steady on course meant it hadn’t gained Michigan on its sensors.

With Michigan opening range now, it was unlikely the Russian submarine would detect them, unless the speedy attack submarine turned in a lucky direction and gained ground. Wilson decided to remain at ahead full, as ahead flank would put excessive propulsion-related noises into the water and give away Michigan’s presence. Six hours at ahead full should be sufficient, Wilson figured, then he could alter course toward the nearest NATO port to drop off the torpedo as directed, where it would be flown back to the U.S. for examination.

KAZAN

Kazan had been traveling at ahead full for an hour. The problem with mechanical transients was that you had no idea how far away the source was. It could be two thousand yards away or twenty thousand yards. Additionally, transients usually lasted for only a few seconds and you had to close the distance quickly, hoping to gain continuous contact on the spherical or towed arrays before the target slipped away. Unfortunately, Kazan was approaching the edge of its operating area and could proceed no farther, not that it would do much good if they could. It looked like the uninvited submarine, most likely American, had slipped away with one of Russia’s torpedoes.

Mikhail admitted defeat. He instructed his Communications Officer to draft an urgent message to Northern Fleet command with the details of today’s detections, then he turned his submarine around.

“Steersman, right twenty degrees rudder, steady course two-zero-zero.”

Time to return to the torpedo exercise. Alexander was waiting.


CHAPTER 9

NEWPORT, RHODE ISLAND

Founded in 1639 on Aquidneck Island, Newport is known for the “Summer White Houses” used by Presidents Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy. By the turn of the twentieth century, the seaside resort had become the summer playground of American’s wealthiest families, including the Vanderbilts, Astors, and Morgans, who resided for the brief summer social season in grand, gilded mansions. Newport is also the site of one of America’s two Naval Undersea Warfare Centers. NUWC Division Newport is the Navy’s premier research, development, and test center for warfare systems associated with the undersea battlespace. With an uninterrupted lineage dating back to the establishment of the Naval Torpedo Station on Goat Island in 1869, Newport was where Russia’s newest heavyweight torpedo arrived late last night.

Tony DelGreco entered the secure bay in building 1319, passing through the security checkpoints. It was only 7 a.m., but the bay was full of technicians taking photographs and disassembling the Russian torpedo. The nose array at the front of the weapon was almost a complete loss, having been crushed when the torpedo ran into the Russian submarine. However, the transducer elements, which generated the sonar ping and received the returns, could be salvaged and analyzed to determine if a breakthrough had been achieved either in signal strength or fidelity. The rest of the torpedo, aside from the guidance and control section aft of the nose array, which had flooded with seawater, was in excellent condition.

Technicians were busy inspecting engine and warhead parts while electrical engineers were reconditioning the microprocessor circuit cards, rinsing the saltwater deposits away with deionized water, after which the cards would be thoroughly dried prior to energizing them. Hopefully, the torpedo’s power system had shut down quickly enough after impact so that the electrical circuits hadn’t been damaged when the guidance and control section flooded.

DelGreco stopped by the lead mechanical engineer, who was supervising engine disassembly.

“What have you got?”

John Hinves shrugged his shoulders. “Looks no different than the last Type 53 torpedo we examined. There’s been no discernible modification to the engine or fuel system. It’ll have the same top speed as previous Type 53 torpedoes.”

That wasn’t a surprise. Russian and American torpedoes used proven engines designed in the late twentieth century. Torpedoes needed fuel that didn’t require oxygen, while generating sufficient power for the high-performance engine—the equivalent of a Formula F1 race car engine packed into a twenty-one-inch-diameter shell.

DelGreco moved on to the electrical engineers, who were placing the circuit cards in drying ovens after cleaning. Torpedo advances over the last few decades had occurred primarily in the guidance and control section, as the introduction of faster microprocessors and advanced algorithms led to enormous improvements in torpedo capabilities.

DelGreco asked Dave Reynolds, overseeing the circuit card effort. “Got anything?”

“Not yet. The design looks similar, but there’s no telling what algorithms are loaded on the cards. We should be able to reassemble and power up the guidance and control section tomorrow, then slave it to the WAF and run it through attack simulations,” Reynolds said, referring to the Weapons Analysis Facility used to test new U.S. torpedo algorithms in various simulated attack scenarios.

Finally, DelGreco stopped by Gino Cerbarano, overseeing disassembly of the torpedo warhead, which was a rare find in an exercise torpedo, since the warhead was usually replaced with an exercise section containing safety settings and data recorders. This set-to-hit torpedo contained a dummy warhead, which, contrary to its name, was the third section instead of being located at the head of the torpedo. It contained no explosive, but all of the required electronics. Cerbarano’s team was removing the exploder and arming device, which would then be inspected along with the sensors in the warhead shell, looking for design improvements. The response from Cerbarano was similar.

“They’re the same components. No change to the sensors. We’ll know more after we disassemble the exploder and arming device, but it’s unlikely there are any notable improvements. They’re pretty simple devices. Detonate when they’re instructed to, and prevent detonation otherwise.”

DelGreco surveyed the men and women working diligently in the secure bay, his eyes shifting back to the circuit cards. The improvements were undoubtedly new software algorithms, enabling the torpedo to see farther or better discern the target from sonar reflections off the surface and bottom. As he awaited the test results from the WAF, DelGreco wondered what the intelligence agencies had determined regarding Russia’s newest torpedo.


CHAPTER 10

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Elena Krayev entered the lobby of Hotel Metropol, a short walk from the Kremlin and Red Square, wearing a red dress hugging her curves, with a slit to the top of her right thigh, accentuating her long legs. Heads turned, both male and female, following the Russian as she entered Metropol Hall, a three-story-tall grand dining room. The hall’s opulent interior, replete with marble Ionic pillars supporting a stained-glass ceiling, was reminiscent of other grand hotels of the era—the Plaza in New York, Claridge’s in London, and the Ritz in Paris.

Passing through Metropol Hall, Elena entered Savva, the hotel’s five-star restaurant offering a balcony view of the Bolshoi Theater. She moved through the crowded establishment, not bothering to check with the hostess before entering a private dining room in the back. Inside the small room, capable of seating twenty, was a single table covered with a white-starched tablecloth set for two. On one side of the table sat retired Fleet Admiral Georgiy Ivanov, former commander-in-chief of the Russian Navy, wearing a dark gray suit and tie.

Following the debacle at Ice Station Nautilus, the Russian president had relieved Ivanov of command. Ivanov resented his abrupt dismissal, and America’s CIA had identified an opportunity. This wasn’t Elena’s first meeting with Ivanov. They’d dined and spent the night together on several occasions. Unfortunately, Elena’s relationship with Ivanov hadn’t produced the windfall the CIA had hoped for. He apparently knew what was happening and remained tight-lipped, but Elena had managed to pry several useful nuggets from him during their previous encounters.

Ivanov rose from his chair when Elena entered, helping her into her seat before returning to his. A waiter, standing nearby, approached with the menu and Ivanov offered to order for both of them, to which Elena agreed. Ivanov selected a bottle of her favorite wine and ordered the duck, with wild cherry sauce and baked apple, for both.

Dinner was superb and the conversation remained light and enjoyable, with Elena catching up on Ivanov’s endeavors and Elena filling him in on hers—she was a Russian translator contracted to several American Fortune 500 companies. Of course, Elena didn’t reveal that translating wasn’t her only job; she was also employed by the CIA.

Both passed on dessert, and after Ivanov paid for dinner, he escorted Elena out a back exit where a black sedan awaited, car running and chauffer inside. After opening the door for Elena, he joined her in the backseat and the car traveled through the alley, turning right onto Teatral’nyy Proyezd, headed to Ivanov’s residence not far from the Kremlin. Neither spoke during the short drive, although Elena placed her hand on Ivanov’s thigh and he placed his hand on hers.

The car pulled to a halt in front of Ivanov’s townhouse, and after Elena followed Ivanov inside, she made her move. She pushed Ivanov against the wall and pressed her body against his, offering a passionate kiss, which he eagerly accepted. She was nearly six feet tall—the same height as Ivanov—and she used her body to pin him against the wall, her hands placed against it on either side of him while she let his hands wander.

After a long moment, Elena stepped back and grabbed Ivanov by his tie, guiding him toward the dining room, where she pushed him down into a chair. She hiked her skirt up and sat in his lap facing him, her thighs straddling his waist, resting her forearms on his shoulders while she leaned in for another kiss.

When she pulled back, Ivanov smiled and said, “So, Miss Krayev, what brings you here tonight? What is it you want to learn?” He placed his hands on her bare thighs.

Ivanov had never voiced his suspicion about her, but there was no doubt he’d suspected for some time. She decided to be direct. “The Americans have learned that Russia has developed a new torpedo. Kazan is test-firing it against Alexander.”

Ivanov belted out a hearty laugh, its intensity surprising Elena. Something was awry; she hadn’t said anything remotely funny.

With a smile still on his face, he said, “This is why Russia will win a war against the Americans. Even with their sophisticated intelligence agencies and the billions of dollars they pour into espionage, the single most important development in submarine warfare has eluded them. We are not testing a new torpedo. We are testing Alexander!”

Elena locked on to Ivanov’s revelation. The Americans had gotten it backwards. Alexander was testing some sort of torpedo defense.

Ivanov continued, “We have been developing this technology for ten years and the Americans don’t have a clue. Even if they discover what we have developed, they will be a decade behind us. In the meantime, the Russian Navy will rule the world’s oceans.”

Elena leaned in again, stopping an inch away from his face. “What kind of technology?”

The smile faded from Ivanov’s face. “I have said too much already. You will have to be satisfied with what you have learned thus far.”

He cocked his head slightly to the side, his eyes still on hers as he waited expectantly for her answer. As Elena pondered whether she’d garnered enough information, Ivanov added, “I offer tidbits only. I keep myself useful and you interested, coming back for more.”

He moved his hands up to her slender waist, waiting for her response. Finally, Elena replied, “That’ll do for tonight.”

Ivanov smiled again as he reached up and slowly unzipped the back of her dress.


CHAPTER 11

WASHINGTON, D.C.

The president entered the Roosevelt Room, taking his seat at the head of the rectangular table for this morning’s intelligence briefing. Normally conducted in the Oval Office, today’s meeting had been moved to the Roosevelt Room due to the expanded cast. In addition to the normal staffer from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, representatives from ONI and the CIA were in attendance, their presence arranged by Christine O’Connor, the president’s national security advisor. Christine and Chief of Staff Kevin Hardison, along with the president’s senior military aide, Colonel DuBose, joined the president at the table.

Logan Chance from DNI delivered the routine intelligence briefing prepared for the president each day, and when the usual topics had been dispensed with, the president turned to Christine.

“What have you got?”

“Two weeks ago, Mr. President, ONI received information that led them to believe Russia was developing a new torpedo. ONI also learned that Russia’s newest nuclear-powered submarine was launched ahead of schedule and in complete secrecy. Additionally, the new submarine has been modified, adding an extra section to the hull. ONI has been coordinating with the Navy and other intelligence agencies to gather additional information, which included retrieving one of the new Russian torpedoes from the bottom of the Barents Sea. It turns out that the Russians aren’t testing a new torpedo. They’re testing their newest submarine, Alexander, which has been the target for the torpedo firings.

“The CIA has informants hooked into several high-ranking Russian active-duty and retired military officers. One of them confirmed that new technology has been incorporated into Alexander, which the Russians are very keen on. The previous Russian Fleet Admiral believes this new technology will tip the balance of naval power drastically in Russia’s favor.”

“What do we know about this technology?” the president asked.

“Unfortunately, not much. Carmen Aguirre from ONI and Vivian Best from the CIA will brief you on what we know and the proposed way ahead.” Christine turned to Carmen.

“Good morning, Mr. President. As Christine explained, we thought the Russians were testing a new torpedo, and we were able retrieve one that went to the bottom of the Barents Sea. We’ve just completed its analysis, and there are no noticeable improvements in either the hardware or software. That leaves Alexander, as the former Russian Fleet Admiral implied.”

Carmen opened a folder and handed copies of a photo to each person at the table. It was an overhead satellite shot of a submarine tied to a pier, taken with an infrared camera.

“This is a picture of Alexander following its last sortie to sea. We were able to slew additional reconnaissance satellites onto the submarine, and the infrared picture is particularly revealing. Alexander appears to be a standard Yasen class except for the addition of an extra sixty-foot compartment.” She pointed to a section of the submarine outlined with a red rectangle. “Notice how bright this section is compared to the rest of the submarine, except the adjacent reactor compartment. That’s heat. The additional compartment in Alexander is a second nuclear reactor.”

“Is that unusual?” the president asked.

“Very unusual,” Carmen replied. “Early Russian submarines had two reactors, but modern ones, along with all U.S. nuclear-powered submarines, have only one reactor. Technology has evolved such that a single reactor can provide the necessary electrical power and propulsion, and today’s reactors have a fuel core that will last the life of the submarine—about thirty years. Given that a single reactor is sufficient today, and that the first two Yasen class submarines were built with a single reactor, the question is—why does Alexander need so much extra power?”

“A much faster submarine?” the president proposed.

“That’s unlikely,” Carmen replied. “The power required to increase speed underwater is an exponential function, and at the speeds we’re looking at, you quickly reach a level where doubling the power gains you very little speed. Plus, to double the shaft horsepower, the Russians would’ve had to redesign the main engine, reduction gears, and shaft to handle the increased torque. The size of those redesigned components wouldn’t fit within the existing Yasen class engine room. So the power is being used for something else.”

Carmen turned to Vivian Best. “To shed light on what the Russians are up to, the CIA has unearthed some interesting information.”

Vivian picked up where Carmen left off. “As Carmen mentioned, Mr. President, we know very little so far except that the Russians began developing this technology ten years ago. With that as our single data point, we’ve identified a team of experts that was assembled ten years ago at the Sevmash shipyard along the White Sea, where Alexander was built. Additionally, now that Alexander has been launched and is homeported at Gadzhiyevo Naval Base in Russia’s Northern Fleet, the team has relocated nearby. We believe that whatever this team has been working on has been incorporated into Alexander.”

Vivian handed to everyone around the table a single-page portfolio for each of the four team members.

“Alexei Novikoff—a torpedo expert who led the design efforts for Russia’s latest Type 53 and Type 65 torpedoes.

“Josef Topolski—a sonar expert who led the design effort for the Yasen class spherical array bow sonar.

“Dmitri Poleski—a leading expert in metallurgy.

“And finally, Mikhail Krasinski—Russia’s foremost expert in magnetic field manipulation.

“Considering the team composition,” Vivian added, “we’ve come up with several ideas of what the Russians are working on. But we’re all over the map on this and need more information. We’ve developed a plan to obtain that information, which is somewhat sensitive. The director has approved the plan but wants your buy-in, in case anything goes wrong.”

“What’s the plan?”

Vivian interlocked her fingers on the table in front of her, offering no documents to refer to. There would be no written record of what they discussed today. “Of the four team members, one of them has rented a villa along a canal on the Murmansk Fjord, not far from Gadzhiyevo. We’d like to have a talk with him.”

The president asked, “What do you have in mind?”


CHAPTER 12

USS MICHIGAN

Wilson was the last to enter Michigan’s Battle Management Center. The pertinent individuals were already present for the brief: Michigan’s Executive Officer and four department heads, plus Commander McNeil and two other SEALs occupying three more consoles. Lieutenant Jake Harrison was standing in front beside a sixty-inch plasma display. He was half-Russian and spoke the language fluently, and would lead the mission. Wilson settled into a vacant console beside McNeil, and the senior SEAL nodded in Harrison’s direction. Harrison kicked off the mission brief, beginning with a summary of the information provided in Michigan’s operational order.

“As you’re aware, Michigan has been tasked with extracting a Russian torpedo expert residing in a home along a canal in the Murmansk Fjord. The Nav will brief the submarine’s transit to within range of our SDV, then I’ll add the pertinent mission details.”

First up was the submarine’s Navigator, Lieutenant Charlie Eaton, who controlled the bulkhead display with a handheld remote. A nautical chart of the Barents Sea appeared, zooming in on Kola Bay to the south. Eaton’s brief was short and uneventful. Michigan had been heading north, preparing to slip under the polar ice cap on her way home to Bangor, Washington, when the guided missile submarine had been turned around. They were now headed toward the SDV launch point, which would be in the mouth of Kola Bay.

Eaton took his seat while Harrison continued the brief.

“Tonight’s mission is a basic extraction.” Harrison pressed the remote and a head shot of a Russian male appeared on the display. “Our target is Alexei Novikoff, part of a four-member team that’s developed new technology for Russia’s submarines, and the CIA wants to have a talk with him. We’re going to pay Novikoff a visit and convince him to return to Michigan with us. While we’re in transit, the CIA will transfer one of their interrogators aboard Michigan for the conversation.”

Harrison pressed the remote and the screen shifted to a map of the Murmansk Fjord, showing the location of Novikoff’s residence just north of the Gadzhiyevo Naval Base. Canals crisscrossed the well-to-do neighborhood, with boats tied up along backyard docks, offering easy access to the Murmansk Fjord and Kola Bay.

“We’ll be taking the SDV and we’ll need a seat for Novikoff on the way out, which means we’ll be going in with a partial fire team. Assigned to the mission with me are Senior Chief Stone and Petty Officer Carver.” Harrison glanced at the two SEALs seated behind Commander McNeil.

Harrison pressed the remote again, and the display zoomed in until Novikoff’s home filled the screen. It was similar to the adjacent houses, with a small motorboat tied up alongside the backyard dock.

“There’s no indication of security guards assigned to Novikoff, so we’re likely dealing only with a home security system, if that. We’ll figure it out when we get there. Before we launch, we’ll receive an intel update, verifying that Novikoff has returned home tonight and that he’s alone. If not, we’ll postpone the mission until a night when he’s home alone. For reasons not explained, the mission will proceed only if we’re able to extract Novikoff without anyone noticing, at least until the morning.

“Subject to your questions, that concludes my brief.”

After a few questions and a short discussion, the mission brief wrapped up. Turning to Captain Wilson, McNeil asked, “When will Michigan be in position?”

Wilson turned to the Nav, who replied, “At twenty-one hundred.”

*   *   *

Five hours later, Harrison, Senior Chief Stone, and Carver were seated in the SDV in the starboard Dry Deck Shelter, outfitted for the mission in black dive suits. Instead of standard scuba gear, they wore rebreathers, which provided oxygen and scavenged carbon dioxide without producing bubbles, helping to conceal the SEALs’ underwater transit. They were armed with Heckler & Koch MP7 submachine guns—compact assault rifles about a foot long with an extendable stock, an optical sight, and a noise suppressor screwed onto the barrel. An intel update reported that Novikoff had returned home alone this evening. The mission was a go.

Harrison rendered the okay hand signal to the diver on the other side of the Plexiglas shield, who flooded down the hangar. There was a faint rumbling as the shelter’s circular hatch opened, and two divers on each side of the SDV pulled the rails out onto the missile deck, then extracted the SDV from the hangar. Harrison manipulated the controls and the SDV lifted off its rails, then glided above the Dry Deck Shelter, cruising over the submarine’s bow before disappearing into the darkness.


CHAPTER 13

USS MICHIGAN

“No close contacts!”

In the darkened Control Room, Murray Wilson, seated in the Captain’s chair on the Conn, listened to the Officer of the Deck’s report. He glanced at the Perivis display, a small screen relaying what the Officer of the Deck saw through the periscope. There were no lights on the horizon, which was barely discernible under the weak glow of a quarter moon.

Lieutenant Jeff Porteous completed a detailed surface and air search, examining each sector in high power. Nearby surface ships were the initial concern, ensuring a collision wasn’t imminent, then counter-detection became the primary issue, from both surface warships and military aircraft. It was counterintuitive, but there were more aircraft flying around with torpedoes—albeit smaller lightweight versions—than there were submarines.

“Sir, I’ve completed a high-power search of all quadrants. Hold no surface or air contacts.”

“Very well,” Wilson replied. “Prepare to surface.”

*   *   *

After Michigan surfaced, with Lieutenant Porteous still circling with his eye pressed to the periscope, Wilson ordered, “Maintain the watch below deck.”

Normal practice was to shift the Officer of the Deck to the Bridge while surfaced, but Michigan would be surfaced for only a short time.

A seaman opened the lower Bridge hatch and followed Wilson up through the sail, where Wilson opened the upper Bridge hatch. He folded down the sail clamshells—fairings pushed up before diving to seal the Bridge opening, creating a smooth surface atop the sail for hydrodynamic purposes when submerged. Wilson stepped into the Bridge cockpit, breathing in the fresh night air. He was joined by the seaman and the submarine’s First Lieutenant, who had the necessary gear for the pending transfer.

*   *   *

Wilson heard the faint beat of the helicopter before he saw it. It took a while for the gray aircraft to appear out of the darkness, slowing to a hover fifty feet above the stationary submarine. A moment later, the helicopter crew lowered a man toward Michigan’s Bridge. He swung in the wind as he descended, a small duffel bag attached by a lanyard swaying a few feet below him. The First Lieutenant grounded the cable to Michigan’s steel hull, shorting any electrostatic charge that had built up during the helicopter’s transit, then the seaman grabbed the duffel bag as it swung by, guiding the man into the Bridge cockpit.

“Welcome aboard Michigan,” Wilson shouted over the roar of the helicopter rotor as the man’s feet hit the deck.

The man returned the greeting as the seaman helped him out of his harness and unhooked the duffel bag. Wilson then signaled the helicopter to retrieve its cable. The helicopter pulled up and away from the submarine, its cable swaying in the wind as it turned and headed west toward Norway.

Wilson descended to the Control Room followed by the newly embarked passenger.

“Rig the Bridge for Dive,” Wilson ordered. “Prepare to Dive.”

Lieutenant Porteous acknowledged and gave the order. “Dive, Dive,” echoed throughout the submarine, followed by the iconic ooogah, ooogah diving alarm. An officer waiting in Control ascended to the Bridge to close the clamshells and secure the bridge hatches.

“Join me in my stateroom,” Wilson said to the new arrival. “It looks like we’ve got a few things to discuss.”


CHAPTER 14

GADZHIYEVO, RUSSIA

Two hours after leaving USS Michigan behind, the three Navy SEALs approached their destination. Harrison examined the navigation display, illuminating the SDV cockpit a faint luminescent green, as he made the last turn in the canal system. He idled the SDV propulsion as he aimed the mini-sub toward the port side of the canal.

Barnacle-encrusted wood pilings materialized from the underwater haze as the SDV coasted toward them. Harrison maneuvered the SDV alongside the pilings, letting them pass slowly down the port side of the vehicle. Harrison shifted propulsion into reverse, and when the SDV slowed to a halt, he secured the engine. After a few taps of the controls, the SDV drifted downward, coming to rest on the canal bottom. Harrison and the other two SEALs pulled themselves from the SDV, then swam to the surface, pulling themselves onto a narrow dock built parallel to the canal. Harrison assessed their surroundings.

Novikoff’s home was a hundred feet inland, separated from the canal by an open expanse of grass populated with a few trees, with tall hedges running down each side of the property from the house to the canal. The backyard was illuminated by a single light above a set of French doors opening to a flagstone patio containing a dormant fire pit surrounded by several chairs. There was no indication of security cameras, but that was no guarantee the house perimeter wasn’t being monitored.

Harrison led the other SEALs toward the nearest hedge, which they followed until they reached the house, then worked their way to the French doors. There was a security panel beside the doors with a red light illuminated. Petty Officer Carver pulled a radio frequency detector from his tactical vest and determined the system was wireless. After scanning for the frequencies used by the security system, he shifted the detector to jamming mode. Not only would they jam the signal between the sensors and the control panel, but they’d disable the system’s anti-jam feature—a signal sent to the monitoring station if it detected it was being jammed. Carver activated the jammer, then pulled out a set of universal keys. On the third try, the door unlocked.

The SEALs raised their weapons, then Harrison opened the door. They surged into the house, faintly illuminated by the backyard light. There was no one present in what appeared to be a family room. Harrison led his team through Novikoff’s home, searching each room. The living room, dining room, and kitchen were unoccupied.

Harrison led the team down a narrow hallway containing three doors. He stopped by the first one, turned the handle slowly, and pushed the door open. It was an empty bedroom. Harrison opened the next door, which revealed another empty room. That left the door at the end of the hallway. With this being the last room in the house, there was no more need for stealth. Harrison turned the knob slowly, then burst into the bedroom, followed by the rest of his team.

There was a man asleep in bed, who stirred but didn’t awaken. Stone and Carver did the honors, pulling back the bedsheets and grabbing the man by his arms, lifting him to a sitting position facing Harrison, who aimed his MP7 at him. The man’s eyes grew wide and his mouth dropped open. A quick look at the man’s face verified he was their target.

Speaking in Russian, Harrison informed Novikoff that he’d be taking a trip with them tonight. If he offered any resistance, he’d kill him. When Novikoff was asked if he understood, he nodded quickly.

Novikoff was instructed to don a sweatshirt and pants, as well as thermal underwear if he had a set, which he did. The underwater trip to Michigan would be in chilly water and they hadn’t brought a dive suit for Novikoff, not knowing his size. Novikoff did as he was instructed, then Stone led him from the bedroom, followed by the other two SEALs.

They turned off the backyard light as they exited the house. Upon reaching the canal dock, Carver descended to the SDV, returning with a set of dive gear, which he helped Novikoff into. Once properly outfitted, Carver helped Novikoff into the water, guiding him into the backseat of the SDV. He settled in beside him, wrapping a thermal blanket around the Russian.

Harrison and Stone slipped into the front compartment of the SDV, and it lifted off the canal bottom and reversed course, heading out toward their rendezvous with USS Michigan.


CHAPTER 15

USS MICHIGAN

John Kaufmann had never been aboard a submarine before. He’d interrogated prisoners in many exotic locations, but never underwater. He was standing in the submarine’s Battle Management Center, watching the displays as Michigan’s crew retrieved a black mini-sub, which had appeared a moment ago from the dark haze behind the submarine. Navy divers were currently hauling the mini-sub inside the shelter. Captain Murray Wilson approached, informing him they’d be ready to proceed in a few minutes.

“Do you want us to warm Novikoff up first? It’s been a cold ride.”

Kaufmann shook his head. “It’s better if I start while he’s cold and uncomfortable.”

“We’ve prepared a space,” Wilson said. “The Officers’ Study, one level down, beneath the Control Room.”

*   *   *

Ten minutes later, Kaufmann stood outside the Officers’ Study. Novikoff was inside the small room, which contained a small rectangular conference table and a few chairs. He was alone, handcuffed to a chair, with the lights turned off as Kauffman had instructed. Kaufmann waited a while longer, letting Novikoff’s mind wander in the darkness.

Kaufmann flipped through the man’s dossier one final time, reviewing the pertinent details again. Novikoff wasn’t your garden-variety terrorist or well-trained spy. He was just a guy doing his job. Kaufmann had a job to do as well. He closed the folder and entered the study, flicking on the bright lights.

Novikoff blinked repeatedly as his eyes adjusted to the light, his gaze focusing on the stranger, who closed the door behind him and took a seat at the other end of the table. Kaufmann was dressed in black, wearing an exposed shoulder holster and firearm. He pulled the pistol from its holster and placed it on the table for effect. Novikoff’s eyes shifted between the gun and Kaufmann’s face until Kaufmann spoke in Russian.

Kaufmann spent a few minutes explaining the situation: Novikoff had been identified as a member of a team of experts who were designing new systems for Alexander.

“Explain what those systems are and you live. Don’t and you die.”

Whether Kaufmann would actually kill Novikoff didn’t matter. Whether Novikoff believed it, did. However, Novikoff wasn’t fazed.

“If I reveal what we have developed, I will be killed. Either option results in my death. I prefer to go to my grave without compromising what we have achieved.”

“It appears your life is forfeit, either way,” Kaufmann agreed. He opened Novikoff’s folder and slid across the table a picture of his wife, who resided in Moscow instead of with him for some reason. “What about your wife?”

Novikoff looked up. “You would be doing me a favor.”

Kauffman pushed two more photos toward the Russian. “What about your son and daughter?”

Novikoff didn’t immediately respond this time. His face turned slowly red as his anger built. “You wouldn’t!” he finally said.

“We would,” Kaufmann replied. “But you can prevent it. Just tell us what we want to know.”

The Russian remained silent for a while, then said, “If I reveal what we’ve built, not only will I be killed, but my family as well. You offer no upside.”

Whether the Russians would kill Novikoff’s family was unknown, as was whether Novikoff believed his assertion. However, Kaufmann latched on to the man’s last statement.

“I do offer an upside. Answer my questions and no harm will come to you or your family. Following our conversation tonight, you will be returned to your home and no one will be the wiser. Additionally, we’ll deposit five hundred million rubles into a Swiss account for you. No one will learn of our meeting, you and your family will be safe, and you’ll be well-rewarded. A notable upside on all three issues.”

This was where Kaufmann had been headed all along. The conditions for Novikoff’s capture, provided to Michigan’s SEAL unit, had been specific. Home alone, with no one aware that he’d been kidnapped. If things went as planned, he’d be returned home before sunrise.

Novikoff’s eyes dropped to the table as he mulled the offer over. After a long moment, he looked up and began talking. Kaufmann pulled an audio recorder from his shirt pocket and pressed Record.


CHAPTER 16

WASHINGTON, D.C.

In her West Wing corner office, Christine O’Connor hung up the phone, then shifted her computer to the classified network. As Carmen from ONI had promised, an email arrived a moment later. ONI had finished reviewing the CIA report and was providing their assessment.

Christine glanced at her watch, then began reviewing the ONI document. The daily intelligence briefing would start in a few minutes. When she reached the last page of the report, she slowed, then read it again, her face turning pale as she processed the implications.

She checked her watch again; it was almost time. She printed a copy of the report and stuffed it into a folder along with a Top Secret cover sheet, then headed down the seventy-foot-long blue-carpeted hallway toward the Oval Office. She was the last to arrive, taking her place beside Chief of Staff Kevin Hardison and the DNI staffer in chairs facing the president’s desk.

The DNI staffer delivered the day’s intel briefing, and after the president’s questions had been answered, it was Christine’s turn. She began by refreshing everyone’s memory of the Russian torpedo and Alexander investigations.

“The mission to interrogate a member of the four-person team designing new systems for their submarines went as planned. ONI has finished their assessment of the information collected by the CIA, and the situation is alarming.

“The Russians have installed a system on Alexander designed to defeat incoming torpedoes. The system projects a magnetic field out from the submarine’s hull a considerable distance. Modern torpedoes detonate when the magnetic field is strong enough, usually a few feet from the hull, instead of upon impact. As a result of this extended magnetic field, the torpedo detonates too far away from the submarine to damage it.”

Christine paused to let the president and the other two men absorb the implications. She added, “The good news is that the system is still being tested and they haven’t worked out all of the bugs. It takes a lot of power, which is the reason for the second nuclear reactor, and there are lots of negative side effects from generating such a strong magnetic field.

“However,” Christine continued, “if Russia perfects this technology, their submarines will be invincible. We will have no way to sink them.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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PROLOGUE

WASHINGTON, D.C.

It was just past two in the afternoon when the president’s motorcade sped down 17th Street NW toward the White House. In the center of the convoy, the president rode in the back of Cadillac One, a hybrid vehicle built on a truck frame and extensively modified with armored plating and bullet-proof windows. As the motorcade approached the President’s Park South, commonly called the Ellipse, Cadillac One screeched to a halt, as did the rest of the motorcade.

The president’s door was yanked open and he was pulled from Cadillac One by his Secret Service detail. They surrounded the president, shepherding him toward the nearest building as the head of the president’s detail explained.

“We’re under attack—ballistic missile!”

Atop several buildings surrounding the White House and Capitol Building, surface-to-air missiles streaked upward. The president followed the white exhaust trails, spotting five reddish orange objects descending toward the city. He almost froze when he realized what they were.

There had been no warning.

How was that possible?

Neither NORAD nor the Joint Air Defense Operations Center had provided a warning, which should have arrived twenty or more minutes ago.

Through a gap in the Secret Service detail, the president spotted the Navy officer carrying the Presidential Emergency Satchel, sometimes referred to as the nuclear football, containing the nuclear launch authentication codes and attack option matrix, sprinting toward him. But there was neither the time nor the necessary information—who had attacked—for a response.

As the missiles streaked upward, the president knew the probability of destroying the descending warheads was minuscule. Not even the most sophisticated anti-ballistic missiles in the American arsenal could consistently intercept nuclear warheads traveling in the descent phase.

A few seconds before warhead detonation, the president and his security detail had just begun climbing the steps toward the nearest building. They weren’t going to make it. The head of the president’s detail reached the same conclusion. He forced the president to the ground and ordered the agents to cover him with their bodies. As the president was smothered by his detail, one question in his mind stood out from the others.

How could this have happened?


THREE WEEKS EARLIER
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MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Russian President Yuri Kalinin entered the Kremlin conference room, joining his advisors seated around the table. The six men stood, then returned to their chairs after the president took his position at the head of the table. To the president’s right sat Defense Minister Anton Nechayev and Foreign Minister Andrei Lavrov. On the other side of the table were four military officers: Chief of the General Staff Sergei Andropov, joined by the commanders of the Russian Ground Forces, Aerospace Forces, and Navy.

Kalinin had assembled his senior civilian and military advisors to review the results of their disastrous initiative—Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and Lithuania, along with their blackmail attempt to prevent NATO from intervening. Their effort had failed, however. The Americans had soundly defeated the Russian Navy and NATO had begun preparing a counterattack into Lithuania and Ukraine. Russia had withdrawn its troops and peace now prevailed across Europe, but the sting of Russia’s failure remained.

Diplomatic relations had returned to normal and it was time to discuss the way forward. Kalinin turned first to his new minister of defense. “Proceed.”

Nechayev began with his prepared summary. “The Navy has finished its assessment. The water depth where the battle occurred is too deep to raise the sunken ships; they are a complete loss. Fortunately, the battle cruiser Pyotr Velikiy and aircraft carrier Kuznetsov remained afloat after the battle. Both restored propulsion and have arrived at our nearest shipyard. However, they are heavily damaged and it will take at least two years to return them to service.”

Now that the bad news had been delivered, Nechayev shifted gears. “Our submarine fleet remains a viable asset, especially in light of the American losses during their war with China and the additional casualties they suffered at our hands. Although we lost most of our guided missile submarines, we still have thirty-five diesel and nuclear-powered attack submarines, while America has only eighteen fast attack submarines remaining in service. However, the United States raised twenty-seven of the submarines lost during their war with China, and the first of those will begin exiting the shipyards within the year. Our submarine advantage will not last long.

“We are in an even better situation regarding our land and air forces. The army suffered only minor losses in Ukraine, so we are in excellent shape on the ground. In the air, we lost all tactical fighters assigned to the Middle East, but the bulk of our Aerospace Force remains intact. After factoring in our anti-air assets, we can deny any NATO attempt to achieve air superiority.”

With his update complete, Nechayev sat back, letting Kalinin absorb the information.

General Andropov, Kalinin’s senior military advisor, joined the discussion. “Our basic strategy was sound. NATO cannot defeat our land and air forces without the United States. What failed was our strategy to keep the United States from intervening. If we fix that, we will succeed next time.”

“Next time?” Kalinin asked.

Andropov’s eyes narrowed. “America humiliated us. The images of our warships adrift and on fire have been shown repeatedly on the news, and public support for your administration is at an all-time low. If you want to be reelected next year, you’ll have to make a bold move.”

Kalinin replied, “It was the bold move you and Defense Minister Chernov recommended that created this situation. The plan failed, and I shouldn’t have to remind you that Minister Chernov was assassinated by the Americans.” He eyed his new defense minister, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

“It was a flawed plan,” Andropov insisted. “We were supposed to blackmail the United States, keeping them from entering the conflict, but they blackmailed us instead. If we correct this flaw, we will prevail next time. The Zolotov option is finally ready to implement, and if the updates to the Alexander submarine class are adequate, America won’t dare risk intervening.”

Turning back to his new defense minister, Kalinin asked, “What is the status of the Zolotov option and the Alexander class?”

Nechayev responded, “As General Andropov mentioned, the Zolotov option can now be fully implemented. But, as you know, it is a high-risk, high-reward plan. Regarding the Alexander class, the equipment aboard Alexander has been upgraded and is scheduled for another test this afternoon. If it performs as intended, I’d have to agree with General Andropov. The American fleet would be at our mercy. Even if they chose to intercede in Europe, they couldn’t risk transporting their troops or equipment by sea. Any effort to oppose us would be seriously hampered.”

“Alexander’s test is this afternoon?”

Nechayev nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“We will meet again tomorrow,” Kalinin said, “and then I will decide.”
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K-561 KAZAN

Standing in the Central Command Post of his Yasen class attack submarine, Captain Second Rank Anatoly Mikhailov surveyed his crew. They were at Combat Stations, tracking Hydroacoustic two-one, a submerged contact lurking off Kazan’s starboard beam in the Barents Sea. It was quiet in the command post as Mikhailov stood near one of the two lowered periscopes, occasionally glancing at the admiral beside him. Admiral Leonid Shimko, commander of Russia’s Northern Fleet, displayed no hint of what he was thinking as he watched Kazan’s crew prepare to attack.

Captain Third Rank Erik Fedorov, Kazan’s First Officer, stood behind two fire control consoles, peering over the shoulders of the two operators, each wearing the rank of michman on their uniform. He tapped one michman on the shoulder. “Set as Primary.” The michman complied and Fedorov announced, “Captain, I have a firing solution.”

Mikhailov examined the target parameters. The enemy submarine was six kilometers off Kazan’s starboard beam, headed west at ten knots. It was mirroring Kazan.

“Prepare to fire,” Mikhailov announced, “Hydroacoustic two-one, tube One.”

“Solution updated,” Fedorov called out.

“Torpedo ready,” the Weapons Officer reported.

“Countermeasures armed,” the Watch Officer announced.

Mikhailov examined the target solution again. Satisfied it was accurate and all torpedo search settings were optimal, he gave the order.

“Fire tube One.”

The torpedo was impulsed from the tube, and Mikhailov’s ears popped when the impulse tanks were vented, refilling them to supply water for another shot. He moved behind his Weapons Officer, monitoring the status of their outgoing torpedo as it descended to the estimated target depth of 150 meters. The torpedo closed on its target, and at the predetermined range, went active.

“Torpedo One has enabled,” the Weapons Officer announced,

The torpedo began pinging, and not long thereafter the Weapons Officer reported, “Detect!”

The next report arrived seconds later, once the torpedo verified the detected contact was indeed a submarine.

“Homing!”

On the Weapon Launch Console, the parameters updated as the torpedo increased speed.

Mikhailov’s eyes shifted to the nearest fire control console, looking for indication their target had begun maneuvering. The contact remained steady on course and speed. This, of course, was expected. The contact they had fired at was Kazan’s sister ship Alexander, a modified Yasen class, built and launched in secrecy from the Sevmash shipyard in the White Sea.

The torpedo Kazan had fired was an exercise version, its warhead explosive replaced with inert material. This was the fourth time Kazan had tested its torpedoes against Alexander, and Mikhailov wondered whether leadership suspected there was a problem with their torpedo inventory. After launch, the torpedo’s artificial intelligence controlled every aspect of target prosecution. It wouldn’t be the first time a software bug had rendered their torpedoes ineffective in some way. Thus far, however, Kazan’s torpedoes had performed as designed. This one appeared to be functioning properly as well.

“Exploder armed,” the Weapons Officer announced.

The exploder had rotated into the firing position, preparing to detonate the warhead. This torpedo wouldn’t explode, however, since the explosive had been removed.

Mikhailov watched the torpedo close the remaining distance to Alexander, then the Weapons Officer made the expected report. “Exploder has fired!”

There was no explosion, though. Instead, Hydroacoustic reported, “Weapon impact.”

Normal exercise torpedoes had a turn-away feature or depth interlocks so the torpedo didn’t impact the submarine and break into pieces, or even worse, damage the submarine’s propulsor or screw during a shot from astern. However, the torpedo Mikhailov had fired against Alexander ran to termination, smashing into the submarine’s hull.

The result was anticlimactic. The torpedo had operated perfectly. When Mikhailov turned to Admiral Shimko, he was surprised to see a frown on the admiral’s face.

“Return to port immediately,” Shimko ordered.


3

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

Seated in his cubicle on the fourth floor of the Clark Curtain Laboratory building, Steve Kaufmann stared at his computer display, doing his best to stay focused. It was almost quitting time, in more ways than one. After replying to the latest email, he heard his division director’s voice, calling for everyone’s attention. Kaufmann looked over his cubicle, joined by several dozen other heads popping above the matrix walls. Jacinta Mascarenhas was exiting the elevator. Her executive assistant, Rich Underwood, followed behind, pushing a cart filled with champagne bottles and glasses.

Mascarenhas headed to an open area in the center of the cube farm, stopping beside a conference table where Underwood hastily unloaded additional glasses from beneath the cart.

“Gather round, everyone,” Mascarenhas said. “We have some celebrating to do.”

Kaufmann joined his colleagues, forming a semicircle around Mascarenhas. Kaufmann, tall and gangly, towering above most of his coworkers, watched from the last row of the crowd.

“Today marks the final shipment,” Mascarenhas began, “the last set of spares for a decade-long project. Many of you have been here since the beginning, and Clark Curtain Laboratory thanks you for your dedication and hard work.” She lifted a champagne bottle, peeling the foil and wire muselet from the cork. “I want to congratulate you on a job well done, completed on-schedule and on-budget, a rare accomplishment in the defense industry.”

Mascarenhas popped the cork from the bottle, bouncing it off the ceiling. Underwood caught the overflowing champagne in a glass, which he handed to Mascarenhas, who raised it high.

“Here’s to the successful end of one contract and the beginning of many more.”

Underwood filled the champagne glasses, and several employees passed them through the crowd until everyone had one. Kaufmann took a sip of champagne, savoring the bittersweet achievement.

The current contract expired at the end of the month and Clark Curtain Labs hadn’t won enough new government contracts to keep everyone employed. Kaufmann looked around, figuring that over half of those present would be looking for work by the end of the month unless the oft-promised replacement contract materialized. Kaufmann reckoned he’d be among those unemployed.

For the last ten years, Kaufmann had been assigned to the contract, developing the initial software, then tweaking the middleware as various microprocessors and other components went obsolete and were replaced with new versions. As the effort drew to a close, he’d seen the writing on the wall and had asked to be transferred to another contract, but Mascarenhas had disapproved each request. Kaufmann was far too valuable; no one knew the software code better than he did.

Kaufmann tilted his head back, emptying the glass. He hadn’t been happy, stuck to a dying contract. But at least he’d gotten a glass of champagne out of it.
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

The mid-afternoon sun filtered through the windows of his West Wing corner office as Chief of Staff Kevin Hardison reviewed the document on the table. Across from him, also reviewing a copy of the proposal, sat his White House nemesis, Christine O’Connor, the president’s national security advisor, while an aide on Hardison’s right took notes. Hardison braced himself for Christine’s rejection of his latest recommendation. Instead, she nodded her agreement. Hardison pulled back slightly, examining the woman across from him—the only person from the opposite political party on the president’s staff—more closely.

During the past three years, Christine had opposed him on almost every key proposal. The perennial thorn in his side was an incredibly obstinate woman. Even more irritating, her attempts to persuade the president to her point of view were quite effective. Hardison had stopped tracking who the president sided with more often once the trend became clear. However, during the past two months, Hardison had experienced a reversal of fortune. Christine had suddenly become agreeable.

Following the events at Ice Station Nautilus, Christine had buried herself in her work, staying late into the night and working every weekend. After she returned from Russia, however, the pattern had reversed. She left early when possible and no longer worked on the weekends unless the matter was urgent. Her interactions with Hardison and the rest of the president’s staff had grown distant, and Christine had surprisingly agreed to several proposals Hardison was certain she’d vehemently oppose. Hardison took advantage of Christine’s unusual pliability this afternoon, circling back to a proposal she’d refused to endorse three years earlier; a reorganization of the nation’s numerous intelligence agencies.

As much as Hardison relished his newfound success, he missed the old Christine. Without her infuriating opposition on almost every issue, coming to work each day had become less … fun. As he reviewed the document before him, he realized he’d scheduled this meeting for opposing purposes. If Christine’s new trend held, he’d obtain her endorsement for a key policy proposal—one the president would be sure to push forward with Christine on board. However, she’d made her position on the issue clear during previous meetings, practically throwing Hardison out of her office the last time he brought it up. He was certain Christine’s bona fides would surface this afternoon when he pressed the matter.

“So,” Hardison said. “I take it you agree with the restructuring?”

“I’ll consider it,” Christine replied, with no hint of the icy tone he expected.

Hardison contemplated his next move as the aide typed notes into her laptop. He focused again on Christine, who was staring out one of the triple-paned, bomb-resistant windows in his office. The fresh scar across her cheek was faintly visible. His eyes went to her wrists; the cuts had likewise healed. Although Christine hadn’t shared the details, the CIA report had painted a clear enough picture: Christine handcuffed to a pipe above her head as she was tormented by Semyon Gorev, the director of Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service. Hardison wondered what Christine had thought when Gorev slid his pistol barrel into her mouth. The emotions that must have flooded her body as he slowly squeezed the trigger.

There had been no bullets in the pistol, part of Gorev’s sadistic torment. A few hours later, Christine had somehow reversed the roles, jamming a gun into Gorev’s mouth. Then she blew his brains out.

The aide finished her notes and looked up. Christine was still staring out the window.

Hardison turned to the aide. “Excuse us for a few minutes. I need to talk with Miss O’Connor privately.”

The aide pushed back from the table and the movement caught Christine’s attention, interrupting her reverie.

When they were alone, Hardison said, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“You haven’t been yourself the last few weeks.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m fine.” This time, her voice had an edge to it.

“You’re not fine. It’s obvious you’re still dealing with what happened in Russia. It’s affecting your work.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Christine said. Her eyes went to the aide’s empty seat. “Are we done?”

“We’re not done. I know you don’t consider me a friend—”

“Because you’re not.”

“—but I do care about you a tiny bit. You need to take some time off. Clear your head.”

Christine leaned forward, placing her hands on the edge of the table. “I don’t need your psychoanalysis. I’m doing just fine.”

Hardison collected his thoughts. It was pointless to continue. There was too much animosity between them. Deservedly so, he had to admit.

“You’re right,” Hardison said. “You’re doing just fine. That’s all I have for today.”

Christine stood and grabbed her notepad, then left without a word.

*   *   *

Christine tossed her notepad on her desk, then settled into her chair. She stared at the dark computer display for a moment, reviewing her conversation with Hardison. She hadn’t realized it was so obvious. Her thoughts turned to what had occurred in Russia, then to Ice Station Nautilus. To what she’d done to her good friend Captain Steve Brackman, the president’s former senior military aide. Former, as in deceased. Thanks to Christine. She went back even further to her imprisonment in the bowels of China’s Great Hall of the People, then to her townhouse where she lay on the floor as a man tried to drive a knife through her neck.

This wasn’t what she had signed up for. She was supposed to be a White House advisor whose confrontations were limited to those across a conference room table. Not those requiring a semiautomatic pistol, especially one shoved into her mouth or someone else’s. What had occurred in Russia, along with her pending trip to Moscow in two weeks—she was the primary U.S. nuclear arms negotiator—weighed heavily on her mind.

She woke the computer, then selected her personal folder. Her hands hovered over the keyboard as she examined nine versions of an almost identical document, each one beginning with—Letter of Resignation. She opened the latest one, read it twice, then hit Print. She signed the letter and placed it in a folder. After a moment of indecision, she took a deep breath, then headed down the seventy-foot-long blue-carpeted hallway toward the Oval Office.

The president’s secretary looked up when Christine entered her office. “Is the president available?” Christine asked.

The secretary checked the president’s schedule. “He’s open for the next ten minutes. Will that be enough time?”

Christine nodded. The secretary knocked on the president’s door and inquired. After his response, the secretary stepped aside and Christine entered the Oval Office.

The president was at his desk, framed by towering colonnade windows providing a view of the Rose Garden and South Lawn. He put down the document he was reading.

“Afternoon, Christine,” he said, gesturing toward the three chairs in front of his desk.

Christine took one of the proffered seats, gripping the folder on her lap with both hands. There must have been something in her body language, because the president leaned back in his chair and pushed his glasses above his forehead, studying her carefully. He waited for her to begin.

“I apologize for the interruption,” she said, unsure of how to broach the subject. After a quick reflection on the issue, she decided to start at the beginning.

“I want to thank you for the opportunity you provided, choosing me as your national security advisor. I appreciate your faith in my ability and your willingness to look beyond my party affiliation. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed working for you and I hope you’ll consider me again if another opportunity arises in the future.”

There was no response from the president, so she continued. “In the last three years, I’ve ended up in situations that go far beyond what I expected. I’ve done things that violate my core principles. I’m not sure what I stand for anymore.”

Her eyes went to the folder, then she handed it to him.

After reading the letter, the president said, “I must admit that you’ve been forced to make difficult decisions. But I think you’re being too harsh on yourself. I can’t express how impressed I am with how well you’ve handled yourself in these challenging situations.” He paused for a moment, then said, “Let’s work on keeping you out of trouble from now on.”

The president closed the folder and pushed it across the desk toward Christine. “I’d like you to reconsider.”

Christine leaned forward, pushing the folder slowly back to the president.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

She wasn’t sure, but Hardison was right. She needed to step away for a while.

“I am, Mr. President.”

The president leaned back in his chair again and folded his hands across his waist. “You’ve provided a two-week notice. I have another idea. You’ve worked hard on the new nuclear arms reduction treaty with Russia, establishing important personal relationships. I’d like you to continue as my national security advisor until the final details have been hammered out.”

“That could take months,” Christine replied.

“How about this: two months or when the agreement is final, whichever comes first?”

Christine contemplated the offer. The rationale was sound, but the meetings alternated between the two countries. After what she’d done on the shore of the Black Sea, returning to Russia didn’t sound like a good idea.

“Can we conduct all future meetings in the United States?”

“That could be arranged,” the president replied, “but I think we can leave the venue unchanged. I don’t believe there’s anything to worry about if you meet in Russia. Diplomatic relations have returned to normal and Russia is currently on their best behavior. Plus, President Kalinin assured me there will be no retribution for what you did in Russia.”

“I wasn’t aware of Kalinin’s assurance.”

“I considered mentioning it, but since you’ve avoided the subject, I decided not to.”

Christine appreciated the president’s thoughtfulness, but the issue had never been far from her mind.

“Two months?” Christine asked.

“Two months. And if you happen to change your mind in the meantime, you may withdraw your resignation.”

“You’re just stringing me along, hoping I’ll change my mind.”

“I am.” The president smiled.

Christine stared at the folder on the president’s desk as she contemplated his offer. Two months. It gave the president plenty of time to hire a new NSA, plus it provided an opportunity to finish what she’d started—a new nuclear arms reduction treaty with Russia.

“I agree,” she said. “Two months or a new treaty, whichever comes first.”

“Excellent,” the president replied. “Now why don’t you spend some time annoying Hardison. You’ve been far too amenable lately.”

It was Christine’s turn to smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Russian President Yuri Kalinin took his seat at the head of the Kremlin conference table, populated by the same men who had joined him the previous day: Defense Minister Nechayev, Foreign Minister Lavrov, plus Chief of the General Staff Sergei Andropov and the commanders of the Russian Ground Forces, Aerospace Forces, and Navy.

“What is the status?” Kalinin asked.

Defense Minister Nechayev replied, “Alexander failed the test.”

“What is the prognosis for correcting the issue?”

Nechayev looked to Fleet Admiral Oleg Lipovsky, who answered defensively, “We are pushing the boundaries of both physics and technology. The challenges are significant and we’ve overcome most of them.”

“I understand the issues,” Kalinin replied. “Will there be a solution anytime soon?”

Lipovsky shook his head. “The next proposal will require dry-docking Alexander to retrofit some of the components. That will take several months.”

General Andropov joined in. “We do not need the Alexander class. The Zolotov option is sufficient. We have the opportunity to demonstrate our capability in three weeks, and we must take advantage of it. We don’t know when the next opportunity will occur.”

“I’m uncomfortable with the Zolotov option,” Kalinin replied. “We don’t know how the Americans will respond, and if the situation spirals out of control, the consequences would be dire.”

“The Americans won’t respond,” Andropov insisted. “That’s the point of the Zolotov option. They will be paralyzed, providing an opportunity to re-establish our border security.”

Kalinin replied, “Perhaps we should be content with our current border situation.”

Disapproving looks formed on each man’s face. Kalinin contemplated the issue and the events that had shaped his advisors’ perspectives.

The painful memories of World War II, referred to as the Great Patriotic War within Russia, weighed heavily on the Russian psyche, something the West seemed incapable of understanding. The United States, for example, extolled its Greatest Generation—those who fought in World War II—along with their enormous sacrifice: over 400,000 dead. A sacrifice that paled in comparison with the Soviet Union’s: seven million military personnel killed, along with twenty million civilians as the German Army exterminated ethnic groups during their occupation and razed entire cities to the ground as they retreated.

Twenty-seven million.

And those were the casualties from just the last invasion by a Western European power. First the Poles in the seventeenth century, followed by Napoleon’s army in the nineteenth century, with both armies sacking Moscow.

Following World War II, the Soviet Union took precautions to ensure it would never again endure the genocide of its people or the destruction of its cities, establishing a buffer zone of friendly Eastern European governments. The next time the West invaded Russia, there’d be advance warning as troops moved through the Eastern European countries on Russia’s border. Next time, the war would be fought on another country’s soil. Unfortunately, the buffer zone had eroded since the fall of the Soviet Union.

The Baltic States had joined NATO, and now Ukraine and Finland, also on Russia’s western border, were considering joining the Alliance. Numerous Russian experts were sounding the alarm. It was time Russia recreated a buffer zone of friendly provinces to the west, even if that meant employing its military. Two months ago, Kalinin had authorized a bold move, seizing portions of Lithuania and Ukraine, implementing a plot to keep NATO from intervening. The plan had succeeded at first, but America had reversed the table, forcing Russia to withdraw in humiliating fashion.

“Doing nothing would be a mistake,” Andropov said. “NATO will continue to encroach on our borders and you will lose the election. Bold action is required to rectify both situations.”

Kalinin considered the general’s words. Andropov wasn’t the first person to leverage the nation’s fears of a NATO invasion, as well as Kalinin’s election concern. Former Defense Minister Chernov had done so, convincing him to authorize the invasion of Ukraine and Lithuania. It hadn’t gone well. Andropov was insisting on a second round, implementing a different strategy to prevent the United States from intervening.

The proposed plan was too risky. A cornered animal with no chance of escape would often lash out. That was something Russia—and the rest of the world—could not afford. Kalinin was convinced the West didn’t understand Russians, and after Russia’s attempt to blackmail the United States had backfired, it was clear that Russians didn’t understand Americans. There was simply no way to know how the American president would respond. Finally, Kalinin made his decision.

“We will not proceed. The Zolotov option is too drastic, and without the Alexander class to provide additional insurance against an American response, the scenario is too volatile.”

Kalinin pushed back from the table. “Thank you for your input.”
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ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

It was after midnight when Christine pulled into her townhouse driveway, only a few miles from the White House. She’d been out later than planned. A quick call to share the news of her resignation with her best friend, Joan, had turned into an impromptu dinner and drinks. The evening had slipped by while they discussed Christine’s future, from both professional and personal perspectives. The topic of Jake Harrison eventually arose, and how she’d blown both opportunities to be with the only man she’d truly loved.

Harrison had proposed twice, once during their senior year in high school and again after she graduated from college. She’d accepted his ring the first time, but returned it the next morning. She wasn’t ready for marriage, headed to college on a gymnastics scholarship the first time he proposed, and embarking on a life in Washington politics the second. She’d asked him to wait, but apparently ten years was too long. By the time Christine was ready, Jake had proposed to another woman.

Harrison was a Navy SEAL now and their paths had unexpectedly crossed during the last few years. The time they’d spent together had rekindled her feelings for him, but unfortunately it didn’t matter. During their last opportunity to talk privately, she’d asked if he was happily married. Looking into his eyes as he answered, she’d seen his love for Angie and realized he would never leave her. It was a bitter acknowledgment; Jake was no longer an option. The time off from work after resigning would provide an opportunity to reevaluate her life.

Christine headed up the walkway and retrieved her mail, then entered her townhouse and stopped in the kitchen, placing her purse on the island countertop. As she opened her mail, her sixth sense tugged at her, drawing her eyes toward a kitchen drawer not fully closed. She examined her surroundings more closely. The pantry door was slightly ajar. Goose bumps formed on her arms. She put down the mail and checked the other rooms. In the living room, a couch pillow was askew. She stopped at the dining room entrance and flicked on the light. A man was seated at the table, staring at her.

“Good evening, Miss O’Connor.”

Christine froze, evaluating whether the man was a threat and whether to flee her townhouse. If it became a race to the front door, however, the man had a more direct route. She examined him more closely: medium height and weight, wearing a dark gray business suit and tie, with the jacket unbuttoned.

“Have a seat,” he said.

Christine detected a faint accent, one she immediately recognized. An image of her mom flashed in her mind, sitting on her sofa alongside Jake Harrison’s mother as Christine and Jake played in the living room, the two women talking while they drank tea. Both women were from Russia, and although the man’s accent was barely discernible, it matched the women’s.

He gestured to a chair on the other side of the table. “Please, have a seat.”

She eased into the chair, her mind churning; who was he, why was he here, and what were her options if he intended her harm?

“I have a new director,” the man said, “who sends his greetings.”

Christine pieced together the clues: the Russian accent and reference to a new director. He was an agent in Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service—the successor to the First Chief Directorate of the KGB—referred to as the SVR due to its Russian spelling, Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki. Christine hadn’t been aware that President Kalinin had selected a replacement director.

“And the new director is…?” Christine asked.

“Josef Hippchenko, promoted after Gorev’s unfortunate accident.”

“Accident?”

“A horrible boating tragedy on the shore of the Black Sea, claiming both Chernov and Gorev. Of course, you and I know what really happened, but it would not reflect well on the SVR if the public or our adversaries learned that our director was assassinated. We’d be held in even lower regard if they learned the killer was a complete … amateur.”

“I wouldn’t call it an assassination. It was more of a—”

“The exact terminology isn’t important. What’s relevant is that you killed Director Gorev. What’s even more relevant, and the reason I’m here, is that within the SVR there is a sacred code. Anyone who kills an SVR agent must pay the price.”

As Christine processed the agent’s words, she did her best to remain calm. “And that price is?”

“Quid pro quo.” He slid his hand inside his jacket and retrieved a pistol, which he leveled at Christine.

Christine’s pulse quickened, her thoughts racing through her options. She was unarmed and her gun was upstairs. There were knives in the kitchen, but it was unlikely she could get her hands on one, plus the adage—never bring a knife to a gunfight—flashed through her mind. She quickly concluded she had no viable option. Perhaps she could talk her way out.

“Gorev was a cruel, sadistic man. He deserved what he got.”

“I don’t disagree. However, it does not absolve you of your sin.” The man leaned back in his chair. “Fortunately for you, President Kalinin has directed us to refrain from retribution.”

“Why did he do that?”

The man’s eyes moved over her body, coming to rest on her face. “You are even more attractive in person, and your resemblance to Kalinin’s deceased wife is remarkable. I see why he is enamored with you. But none of that will matter once Kalinin leaves office.”

“Why is that?’

“Kalinin’s order is valid only as long as he is president. The day he steps down as Russia’s president will be your last day alive.”

Instead of the agent’s threat spawning fear, Christine’s anger began to simmer. Her eyes went to the pistol, still pointed at her. “Last I heard, Kalinin is still president. So why are you here?”

“To deliver a message from our new director. He appreciates your role in his promotion, but he is bound to the code. He—” the agent paused, then spread his hands out to his sides, “—we will enjoy watching you live your remaining days in fear.”

“That’s it? You came here to scare me?”

“Actually,” the man said, “I was hoping for more.” He placed the pistol on the table and pushed it toward Christine, stopping when it was within her reach. He leaned back in his chair.

“If the situation were to get out of hand today, ending in your unfortunate death…”

Christine examined the pistol; it was halfway between them.

“Go ahead. Take it.”

Even if she reached it first, did he have another gun? She surveyed his jacket for another bulge, seeing none. Her eyes went back to the gun, which she suddenly recognized: a Glock 26, the same type she’d been given outside China’s Great Hall of the People. The same type she’d bought and was upstairs in—

The gun on the table was hers.

The realization must have played across her face, because the agent admitted, “Yes, Christine. It’s your pistol. You should take it.”

She looked at the gun again. The magazine was inserted, but there was no way to know if he’d stripped the bullets. Plus, if the gun on the table was hers, his was undoubtedly within easy reach. As she debated her odds of survival if she went for the gun, something the man said earlier echoed in her mind.

Fortunately for you, President Kalinin has directed us to refrain from retribution.

She didn’t need the gun.

Christine leaned forward. “Get out. And if you step foot in here again, I’ll put a bullet in you.”

The SVR agent stood and retrieved the pistol, releasing the magazine onto the table. It was loaded. “You should have taken the gun. You would’ve had a chance, however slim.”

Christine pointed toward the door. “Get out!”

The man slipped the magazine into his pocket. “Good night, Miss O’Connor.”

After the man left, Christine moved swiftly to the door and locked it, then evaluated her predicament. Despite her resignation, it appeared she couldn’t walk away from what she’d done in Russia. She grabbed the gun and headed upstairs, entering her bedroom closet. After retrieving a case from the top shelf, she lifted the lid and verified the Glock was hers; it was missing from the case, as was one of the two magazines. She pulled back the pistol’s slide, verifying the chamber was empty, then inserted the magazine and released the slide, chambering a round.

As she held the pistol, she took a deep, shaky breath and tried to focus. What happened in Russia wasn’t her fault. Gorev had tormented her, telling her she’d be fish food at the bottom of the Black Sea by morning. What was she supposed to have done? Let him put a bullet in her head and toss her into the sea? After what she’d been through, the danger she found herself in now was decidedly unfair. A rage began to build, her face becoming flush with anger. She placed the pistol in the top drawer of her night stand and slammed it shut, knocking over a portrait of her mother.

Christine righted the picture, studying her mom’s features. She took after her mother more than her father, her mom’s Russian genetics dominating. She couldn’t argue with the agent’s comment about her resemblance to Kalinin’s wife, who had died of cancer not long after he was elected president. When Kalinin had shown Natasha’s picture to her in his Kremlin office, it was like looking into a mirror.

She was grateful Kalinin had intervened, delaying the SVR’s retribution. However, it appeared he didn’t have firm control of his SVR, with the new director sending one of his minions to torment her. Perhaps Kalinin should be informed. During her last visit to Moscow, he’d given her his personal cell phone number after inviting her to spend the weekend, hoping for a favorable answer. She’d declined the invitation, but still had the number. She checked her watch; it was 8 a.m. in Moscow.

Christine returned to her kitchen and pulled her cell phone from her purse. She scrolled through her contacts, selecting Kalinin’s personal number, then hit Send.

The phone went immediately to voicemail.

She selected Kalinin’s work number—his Kremlin office. As the phone rang, she realized she should probably be polite, but her anger was boiling over.

When the call was answered, Christine said, “This is American National Security Advisor Christine O’Connor. I have a message for President Kalinin. You tell him—”

“One moment please.” The secretary placed her on hold.

Christine’s frustration built further at the rude interruption, and she paced around the kitchen island while she waited.

The secretary spoke again. “Miss O’Connor?”

Christine picked up where she left off. “You tell President Kalinin—”

“You can tell him yourself. He is on the line.”

Christine’s words caught in her throat. Before she could continue, Kalinin spoke.

“This is President Kalinin.”

Christine collected her thoughts, deciding it was best to tamp down on her anger. “President Kalinin, thank you for taking my call.”

“It is my pleasure. How can I help?”

“One of your SVR agents broke into my house and threatened me tonight.” After providing the details, she said, “I want to thank you for intervening, sparing my life for now. But if another agent breaks into my home again, I’ll either kill him myself or have someone do it for me. I’m sure there are a few people in Langley,” Christine said, referring to CIA headquarters, “who’d be happy to oblige.”

There was silence on the line. As Christine awaited a response, she worried that she’d come across too strong. Kalinin had intervened to save her life after all, and perhaps she should have been more grateful.

Finally, Kalinin spoke. “Thank you for informing me. I apologize for this incident and will address the matter.”

Christine let out a slow breath. This had gone much better than it could have.

Kalinin then said, “Let me make amends for today’s unfortunate event. The next round of nuclear arms reduction negotiations is in Moscow in two weeks. Afterwards, I’d be delighted if you joined me for the weekend at my summer residence in Gelendzhik.”

It was Christine’s turn for silence. Kalinin was an attractive man and only ten years older than her. Age wasn’t an issue, but Kalinin was Russia’s president and Christine was America’s national security advisor. She had trouble wrapping her mind around the complications created by a liaison between them, much less an intimate relationship, even if it began after she resigned.

After a short wait, Kalinin said, “This is the third time I have extended an invitation. I will not ask again.”

On the other hand, in light of what she’d just learned, keeping Kalinin in the friends column seemed like a really good idea. But a weekend with Kalinin wasn’t something she could agree to on the spur of the moment. She stalled for time.

“I’ll have to discuss this with the president and his legal counsel first.”

“I understand. I look forward to hearing from you.”

The line went dead, and Christine exhaled between pursed lips. The elation she’d felt after handing in her resignation had evaporated. She’d been handed a death sentence, to be executed on Kalinin’s last day in office. She searched her memory for details on his term as president, recalling that the next Russian presidential election was less than a year away. A knot formed in her stomach.


7

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

President Kalinin hung up the phone, his eyes going to the man seated on the other side of his desk, who was wearing a disapproving frown. Kalinin addressed Josef Hippchenko, the new director of the SVR, whose meeting with Kalinin this morning had been interrupted by America’s national security advisor.

“Did you direct a visit with O’Connor?” Kalinin asked.

“I may have mentioned it to a subordinate.”

“I believe my order was clear.”

“It was,” Hippchenko admitted. “What’s also clear is the price she must pay. You are only delaying the inevitable. When you step down as president, I—or my successor—will give the order.”

“I will deal with that when the time comes. Until then, you will not harm her.”

“Why do you protect her? You barely know this woman.”

“That’s something I intend to rectify.”

“She killed your defense minister and SVR director, and not only are you going to let her waltz back into our country, you’re going to take her to dinner. If you establish a relationship with her and the public finds out what she did, you’re finished.”

“Then I recommend you ensure they don’t find out.”

Hippchenko chose his words carefully, trying to keep the frustration from bleeding through. “Do you remember one of the first mantras you learned when you joined the SVR? How to obtain leverage against your opponent? When it comes to sex, don’t underestimate a man’s stupidity. Men will risk their marriage, their career, and a lifetime’s reputation for a few minutes of pleasure.”

“I’m not talking about a few minutes of pleasure,” Kalinin replied.

Hippchenko slammed his hand on the president’s desk. “But the outcome will be the same!” He stood. “I will not be part of this folly.”

Kalinin glared at his SVR director. “Sit down.” When Hippchenko remained standing, Kalinin repeated, “Sit down!”

Hippchenko sank into the chair, his gaze locked on Kalinin.

The Russian president stared at Hippchenko for a moment, then pushed back from his desk, retrieving a bottle of cognac and two glasses from the credenza behind him. He placed the glasses on his desk and poured two drinks. He pushed one to Hippchenko. The SVR director took a sip, as did Kalinin.

Hippchenko spoke first. “I know how much you miss Natasha and that Christine somehow fills that void. But it is unwise to pursue a relationship with an American woman.”

“Christine is half Russian.”

“She’s American. She doesn’t even speak Russian.”

“Still,” Kalinin said, “her being half Russian provides an avenue for public approval should our … friendship be discovered. Besides, Russia has a long history of its leaders marrying foreigners. Peter the Great married a Polish-Lithuanian woman, Alexander III married a Dane, and most of the later Russian rulers, including the last tsar, married Germans.”

“The last tsar was executed.”

Kalinin stared at Hippchenko. “Bad example. But I believe I’ve made my point. A relationship with a foreigner would not be unprecedented.”

Hippchenko shrugged. “You are not a tsar, and things are different today. Public opinion is fickle, and it could easily turn against you.”

“I’m not planning on marrying the woman,” Kalinin replied. “I’m interested in a few social visits. Get to know her better. Afterwards, if we decide to pursue a relationship, I’ll reevaluate the matter.”

Hippchenko took another sip as he assessed the situation. “You have many political enemies, and some of them know Christine killed Chernov and Gorev. They will use that against you if they learn you’ve established an intimate relationship with her. I recommend we keep your friendship with Christine discreet for now.”

“I agree. I’ve invited her to join me at Gelendzhik. I’d like you to make the travel arrangements so her detour to the Black Sea isn’t discovered.”

Hippchenko nodded. “It’s your political future.”
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MOSCOW, RUSSIA

In his office in the Ministry of Defense headquarters in Moscow’s Arbat District, General Sergei Andropov studied the three men seated on the other side of his desk. Colonel Generals Alexei Volodin and Viktor Glukov, commanders-in-chief of the Aerospace and Ground Forces, respectively, along with Fleet Admiral Oleg Lipovsky, would have to commit their support for Andropov’s plan to succeed. Although he didn’t know how they’d respond, he was confident their discussion today would remain confidential.

The four men shared a common bond. They had dedicated their lives to protecting the Motherland, and all options to achieve that goal were worthy of discussion. Andropov’s plan would not be shared with the new defense minister, however. Andropov didn’t know Nechayev well enough to judge his reaction to today’s proposal, plus Andropov didn’t trust politicians anyway. Only the men who wore the uniform could be trusted to act in Russia’s best interest, unfettered by political ambition or public opinion polls.

With the three officers waiting patiently for Andropov to begin, he launched into his prepared remarks. “The opportunity to demonstrate the Zolotov option occurs in eighteen days. We will then have a long window of opportunity during which the United States, and by extension NATO, will be paralyzed. It will take years for America to undo what we’ve done. By then, the actions we’ll have taken along our border will be ancient history. NATO will realize we pose no threat to Western Europe.”

“The Baltic States will not agree with your assessment,” Admiral Lipovsky said.

“They should not be part of NATO to begin with!” Andropov snapped. “They provide no value to the Alliance, but NATO was eager to add them for the sole purpose of irritating us. Ukraine and Finland have expressed interest in joining NATO, leaving Belarus as our sole ally to the west. NATO will not stop until they have turned all of our neighbors against us. We will then be at the West’s mercy, like we were at the beginning of the Great Patriotic War. Everything we’ve achieved since then will be for naught.”

After none of the three men disagreed with his assertion, Andropov continued. “We are at a crossroads, presented with an opportunity that may not occur again. We’ve spent ten years implementing the Zolotov option, but without demonstrating its capability, we gain nothing from it.”

General Volodin reminded him, “It was supposed to be an insurance policy. It was not meant to be used offensively.”

“Times are different today. Our border security has eroded even further than when the Soviet Union dissolved. We must do something to keep NATO from encroaching on our doorstep. We can no longer leave it to the political whims of our neighbors. Regrettably, we must be more forceful.”

General Glukov replied, “You presented this option to President Kalinin, and he declined to pursue it.”

“Kalinin is weak. Chernov convinced him to proceed last time, but Nechayev is too new, unwilling to guide the president toward the correct answer. That leaves the four of us. We must make the decision for Kalinin.”

“What is your plan?” Glukov asked.

“We will demonstrate the Zolotov option, then secure our borders. The Zapad war games have been scheduled to coincide with this opportunity, providing over one hundred thousand mobilized troops that can immediately pivot to the west. NATO generals will still be drinking their morning coffee by the time we’ve seized our objectives, and additional Russian forces will flow into the seized territories within forty-eight hours. With the Zolotov option preventing the United States from interfering, NATO will have no choice but to cede the territory.”

Volodin replied, “You do not have a Zolotov controller. There are only ten units and they are tightly controlled, manned twenty-four hours a day. Not even I have access.”

“I’ve made the necessary arrangements,” Andropov said. “I will have a control unit by the required time.”

General Glukov said, “You’re proposing we execute the plan without Kalinin’s authorization? You’re proposing a coup?”

“Not exactly,” Andropov said. “We will merely make a few decisions for Kalinin, until the matter is beyond his control.”

The three men displayed no emotion as they processed Andropov’s proposal and its implications. If they succeeded, they’d stabilize Russia’s deteriorating security posture, restoring the crucial buffer zone to the west. If they failed, they’d all go to prison.

Finally, Glukov responded. “I cannot commit to this today. I need time to assess.”

The other two men nodded their agreement.

“I understand,” Andropov said. “You have two weeks to decide.”
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

Seated in the Oval Office between Chief of Staff Kevin Hardison and a staffer from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Christine awaited her turn during the president’s national security brief. As the daily intelligence highlights were provided, her thoughts occasionally fast-forwarded to the last topic on today’s agenda, the nuclear arms reduction treaty with Russia and the related personal matter—Kalinin’s request she join him for the weekend afterward.

The intelligence staffer departed and Christine delivered her morning update, finishing with a reminder. “I head to Moscow in two weeks for the next round of nuclear arms reduction negotiations. If things go well, we should be able to agree on the remaining terms.”

“I look forward to reviewing the final document,” the president said. “Anything else?”

Christine preferred that Hardison not be present when she discussed the final issue; she was certain he’d find some way to use it against her. But Hardison would find out soon enough, so she proceeded.

“President Kalinin has invited me to join him at Gelendzhik after my next trip to Moscow.”

The president leaned back in his chair, a grin on his face. “Cavorting with the enemy?”

“Not exactly,” Christine replied, failing to see the humor in the situation. “He’s asked me to join him for the weekend twice before and I declined both times. He made it clear this was his final request.”

Hardison turned to Christine. “All this time in Moscow, I thought you were slacking off. It turns out you were working overtime.”

Christine overrode the urge to slap him, delivering an icy stare instead.

“You’re taking Kalinin up on his offer this time?” the president asked.

“I haven’t decided,” Christine replied, turning her attention back to the president. “I wanted to run it by legal first to make sure there isn’t a prohibition.”

“Yes, of course,” the president said. “I’ll have Hardison run it past Brooks. I think you’re fine, though. A social visit with Kalinin after you wrap things up in Moscow is well within the bounds of propriety. I’ve met Russian dignitaries at Camp David before. It’s a fair quid pro quo.”

When the president mentioned quid pro quo, Christine’s stomach tightened, recalling the death sentence the SVR agent had delivered. She considered bringing that topic up but decided otherwise. She had a year to sort through that issue.
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SAN JOSE, CALIFORNIA

In a sparsely populated parking garage on the outskirts of San Jose’s Japantown, Keith Vierling waited nervously in his car. As directed, he had parked on the fourth level, devoid of other vehicles at this time of night, overlooking the Guadalupe Freeway. A pair of headlights appeared in his rearview mirror, stopping after climbing the third-floor ramp. A moment later, the car moved slowly toward him.

Vierling glanced at the briefcase on the backseat. Over the past few years, he’d delivered ten identical units per the original contract. A few days ago, an eleventh unit was requested, along with a rapid delivery. Vierling had finished assembling the components this afternoon.

A black sedan parked beside him and the driver stepped out. Vierling’s passenger door opened and the man slid inside. He went by “Ed Sutton,” although Vierling was certain it wasn’t his real name. Vierling never bothered to research the issue; it wasn’t like Sutton paid by check. Since their agreement ten years ago, Vierling had scheduled several trips to Vegas each year, returning noticeably richer each time.

Sutton looked over his shoulder, examining the briefcase. “Same design as the others?”

Vierling nodded. “Same operating procedures too. I’ve included a set of instructions inside this unit as well.”

Sutton reached back and retrieved the briefcase, opening it on his lap. After inspecting the components inside, he asked, “Is there a range limitation?”

“No,” Vierling replied, trying to not sound irritated. He’d just told him the unit was identical to the previous ones, and the contract was clear: Operable from anywhere on the planet. “The signal gets routed through several satellite networks, so it’ll work anywhere.” Vierling added, “As a reminder, once you activate the algorithms, it cannot be undone.”

The man glanced at Vierling.

Vierling held his hands up. “Hey, that’s what you guys ordered. I just want to make sure you don’t forget.”

Sutton closed the briefcase. “We are aware.”

He opened the car door and Vierling grabbed the man’s forearm. Sutton stopped and slowly turned his head toward Vierling, who quickly released his grip.

“What about compensation?” Vierling asked. “This is an extra unit, not part of the original deal.”

“You will receive a ten percent bonus. Pick it up via the usual process, any time within the next year.”

Without waiting for a response, Sutton stepped from Vierling’s car. A moment later, his sedan disappeared down the parking garage ramp. Vierling took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. He had fulfilled his part of the deal and then some. He hoped he never saw Ed Sutton again.
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