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PROLOGUE

The Republic of Karelia runs from St. Petersburg on the Gulf of Finland all the way north to the Arctic Circle. Half of it is pure forest, the other half mostly water, including sixty thousand lakes, two of which, Ladoga and Onega, are the largest in Europe.

Many of its residents are the descendants of prisoners sent by Stalin in the early 1930s to dig the Belomorsk Canal, the inland water route linking Russian rivers and lakes to the White Sea, on the rare occasions when they are not frozen solid.

Petrozavodsk is the capital of Karelia. It stands in the West of the region. And, like so much of this frigid republic, it has a grim history, having been used for centuries by both czars and Bolsheviks as a place of exile, imprisonment, and torture for political troublemakers, a bastion for Stalin’s gulag system of brutal banishment.

In the freezing month of February 2018, Petrozavodsk, ice bound on the shores of the frozen Lososinka River, harbored yet another “troublemaker”—not yet captured, not even identified, but a man whose intentions were in direct opposition to those of the quasi-corrupt and ruthless rulers of Russia.

His name was Nikolai Chirkov. He was a thirty-five-year-old kapitan leytenant in the navy of the Russian Federation, identified by the two-and-a-half gold-braid stripes and gold star on the black cloth cuffs of his uniform. In a Western navy, he’d have been a lieutenant commander.

He was a tall, blond, athletic-looking officer, assigned to the Northern Fleet, and serving in the nine-thousand-ton Udalov II Class guided-missile destroyer Admiral Chabanenko, currently undergoing minor engineering work in the shipyards of Severodvinsk, nearly four hundred miles northeast on the shores of the White Sea. Icebound like almost everywhere else.

Nikolai’s present location was in the downstairs bar of the Hotel Severnaya on Lenin Square. Tonight he was in civilian clothes. Despite the relative warmth of the room, he wore his naval greatcoat, collar upturned as he sipped his fruit-flavored vodka. His back was to the long bar and the barmen. His thick fur hat rested on the table beside the armchair. Outside it was snowing like hell.

Six tables away sat a swarthy, thickset English businessman, John Carter, whose six-month mission was to come to this chilly Russian outpost as the representative of an enormous Birmingham paint manufacturer. Petrozavodsk, with its endless, windswept waterfront, more than a thousand islands, and seagoing populace, annually uses more gallons of paint than vodka.

Like Nikolai, Carter still wore his heavy, fur-lined overcoat. Like Nikolai, he was not what he seemed. Despite immaculate travel documents and visa, the “Englishman” was an Israeli, real name Rani Ben Adan, a member of the family of the great Israeli general Bren Adan. An ex-IDF Special Forces officer, Rani was a Mossad field agent and one of the most dangerous combat practitioners in the world, armed or unarmed.

If the Russian authorities had known his true identity, they’d have shot Rani Ben Adan right there in the hotel, no questions asked. Which was why he always sat with his back to the wall, dark glasses shielding deep brown eyes with pure laser vision. Tucked into his leather belt, in the small of his back, was the standard Israeli Special Forces combat knife.

At 6:30 p.m., Lieutenant Commander Chirkov rose from his chair and headed for the exit. He crossed the hotel foyer and pushed his way through the revolving door. The snow was still falling, but the wind had dropped, and he walked almost silently in his heavy sea boots, heading toward Lake Onega along Marksa Street.

Almost a hundred yards behind him, virtually out of sight, Rani Ben Adan followed. He followed for a distance of five hundred yards before the Russian turned left and used a key to enter a low apartment block. He  waited for Rani, and both men joined a young Russian couple in the elevator, before disembarking on the fifth floor.

They did not speak until they were safely inside apartment number 506, a two-bedroom inexpensive residence owned by the Mossad, under the cover of a Russian drama coach at the nearby National Theatre. The coach lived somewhere else when Rani was in town.

This policy of complete separateness was familiar to both men. No one had ever seen them together. They sat far apart at the Severnaya bar, walked alone, and never spoke until they entered number 506.

“Welcome, Mr. Carter,” said Nikolai Chirkov.

“Lieutenant Commander,” replied Rani, bowing his head and shaking the snow off his fur hat. “It’s been too long.”

The apartment was warm and comfortably furnished, several cuts above the average Russian city residence. Both men stayed here in complete anonymity whenever they met, but never for more than thirty-six hours. Rani had arrived in the city after eighteen hours on the train from Moscow. It had been a long and tiresome journey, but these are the hazards of the trade endemic to a Mossad spymaster operating in the Russian Republic.

He had recruited Nikolai Chirkov three years earlier, but took no credit for it. The young Russian Naval officer had presented himself personally at the Israeli Embassy on Bolshaya Ordynka Street, south of the Moscow River. There, after a three-day debriefing, he had declared to two Israeli “defense” attachés an undying allegiance to the US government.

Riven as these matters were apt to be by almost atomic suspicion and lack of trust, the men from the Mossad decided to give the Russian a few months’ trial as an informant before sharing their prize with the Americans. Even though Mossad and CIA field agents frequently work so closely together, it’s not always easy to tell the difference.

Which was precisely where Rani Ben Adan came in. Nikolai Chirkov was placed in his care and would henceforth be “run” by the Moscow-based ex–Israeli Special Forces commando. In the ensuing months, the two men became so close there never seemed a reason to have him reassigned to a US agent where there would be, in any event, a heightened chance of discovery.

This utterly unlikely alliance between Tel Aviv and the Russian Naval officer suited all parties. The Mossad shared with Washington every  worthwhile detail of Nikolai’s information, but decided against revealing their source, particularly since Nikolai Chirkov was a deeply complicated man, part political thinker, part devoted military commander, Russian to his bootstraps, and absolute traitor to his homeland and its government.

Rani believed Nikolai was a tortured soul. Tutored from an early age by his father, Grigory Ivanov Chirkov, a high-ranking minister in the Department of Foreign Affairs, Nikolai understood more about world trade than most members of the Politburo. He understood with crystalline clarity that Russia was an approximate disaster area without its oil and gas reserves.

He understood too that the oil had to be placed on the world market, especially in America. His father believed the new deepwater tanker base near Murmansk was critical to the nation’s survival as an exporting nation. And he could not understand the almost messianic fervor with which the Kremlin sought to antagonize the West, or the childlike way they bridled at everything American. Privately, he thought the Russian administration was probably collectively insane.

Their philosophies, their political compulsions, their disregard for the serious business of making money for the nation, and above all their senseless saber rattling toward their potentially biggest customers struck him as the actions of a confederation of nutcases.

He wanted everything good for his nation. He wanted peace and prosperity. He was devoted to Mother Russia but detested the ignorance of the men who ran the place. He could not understand their support for the plainly unstable Islamic Republic of Iran, with its reckless determination to manufacture nuclear weapons. Of course, the Americans would begin strategic moves to relocate their antiballistic missile system just in case they had to crush a threat from Tehran.

What else would anyone expect the world’s most powerful nation to do? But Russia’s reaction was always so stridently anti-American—threatening this, threatening that, announcing plans to deploy missiles to the West and South of the country, in readiness to take out the US systems—that it was, in the opinion of Nikolai Chirkov and his venerable father, the ranting of imbeciles.

Did anyone in the modern world really want the fanatical ayatollahs of Iran running around with atom bombs?

Lieutenant Commander Nikolai believed the death knell for modern  Russia would be any kind of a military strike against the United States—a guided missile, a clandestine action against a US facility or embassy, an attack on a US warship or naval base, even deliberate cooperation with Iran in its pugnacious threat to blockade the Strait of Hormuz.

Like many a self-appointed political missionary, he felt he had a pivotal role to play in the devious twenty-first-century game of protecting the people from the ignorance of politicians. Hence the visit to the guarded building behind the high walls in Moscow’s Bolshaya Ordynka Street three years ago.

And hence his presence here in this apartment, in snowy Petrozavodsk, meeting with the Mossad spymaster. Rani was, in Nikolai’s view, the one man in all of the world who could hold Russia’s rulers in check; he had the ear of the CIA in Washington. He could warn the United States and NATO of Russia’s erratic intentions. And Rani Ben Adan, a Sabra of the blood, had nothing but respect for the knowledge of Nikolai Chirkov. In three years he’d never been wrong about one single Russian Naval operational plan or program. Both men were, one to the other, priceless.

In fairness, Nikolai’s information had never been of a pressing nature. But it had been steady and reliable, especially in data about the construction of new and improved Russian warships and state-of-the-art sonar systems. This latest summons to the diabolically cold North, however, was edged with urgency: a coded text message, transmitted on a cell phone, which had been instantly hurled into the ship’s garbage crusher on board the Admiral Chabanenko.




 1800, FEBRUARY 18 

Hotel Bar, Czar Nicholas, Lenin Square

 

As mass confusion goes, that was more or less as bewildering as it gets. Czar Nicholas II had been dead these hundred years, and there’s more Lenin Squares in Russia than snowballs in Siberia. Lieutenant Commander Nikolai laid a mean and mystical trail. Rani knew exactly where to go, what time to be there, and how to travel.

His own training was military to the most infinitesimal degree. Born in Tel Aviv, Rani was only three years old when his mother died during the opening days of the 1973 Yom Kippur War. Along with thousands of  other young Israeli women, she had raced to the forbidding slopes of the Golan mountains to join the human chain passing shells and ordnance up to the tank commanders on the heights, as they fought to hurl back the marauding army of Syria.

It was stray mortar that did it, screaming onto the upper escarpment and blasting seventeen Israeli girl soldiers to death. Farther up, Rani’s father, Moyshe, fought with the legendary Sayeret Golan Brigade, Israel’s elite Special Force commandos.

They made the summit of Mount Hernon by midnight and, after a ferocious battle, raised the flag of Israel on the heights shortly after dawn. More than fifty of their number died up there, including their forward commander, Captain Vinnick, who was mortally wounded in the opening engagement but continued to direct his commandos until they carried his body down the mountain on a stretcher.

With the Syrians flung back, and Israeli tanks charging toward Damascus, they promoted the valorous Lieutenant Moyshe Adan in the field. It was two days more before he discovered his beloved wife, Rebecca, was no more. All this was mere folklore to the young Rani, as was the breathtaking raid on July 4, 1976, when his father’s Sayeret landed and stormed Entebbe Airport in Uganda and rescued almost a hundred mostly Jewish hostages.

The operation commander, Lieutenant Colonel Jonathon Netanyahu, the bravest of the brave, last man out of the building, was the only Israeli to die, shot in the back, in the dark, by a Ugandan sniper on the roof. Jonny passed away in the C-130 Hercules on the way home, in the arms of a heartbroken Major Adan. This was folklore written in blood and glory. Rani Ben Adan, to no one’s surprise, joined his father’s old Sayeret Golan Brigade as soon as he was big enough to lift a machine gun.

He was the youngest Israeli trooper ever to complete the make-or-break fifty-mile initiation march under full packs and rifles. They selected only twelve new Golan commandos from that initial intake of four hundred. When the Israeli Special Forces use the word elite, they do not joke.

Rani rose to command rank very swiftly. By the age of twenty-one, he was in an Israeli commando battalion that fought with the Americans in Operation Desert Storm. In the second Gulf War, Operation Iraqi Freedom, Rani commanded one of the most secretive battalions ever formed—Israeli frogmen, fighting alongside the Americans, capturing one  of Saddam Hussein’s most prized possessions, the huge seventy-foot oil rig that towered above the waters of the Persian Gulf.

This was probably Iraq’s darkest night of the war. But the ten US and Israeli troops on top of the rig had to jump for their lives, right on time, to escape the forthcoming naval bombardment. It was a long way down, and two of them just froze. Rani seized a US combat officer and hurled him off the rig, holding his arm as they plummeted ever downward, crashing with shuddering force into the waves.

Rani was knocked senseless. And, in the end, they saved each other, the Israeli kept afloat by one of the finest underwater swimmers in the US Navy, before the young American Zodiac crewmen hauled them both to safety.

Like all military friendships forged on the anvil of imminent death, Rani and his American buddy stayed in touch through the years, joined forever by that unspoken bond of utter trust. You have to be a combat warrior to understand the aching, unforgettable grandeur of such camaraderie.

Rani Ben Adan, now in the frozen heart of the Russian Republic, knew why Lieutenant Commander Nikolai Chirkov wished to talk. If the matter had been nonurgent, or involved a wide-ranging international subject, they would have met in Moscow. Only when the matter involved the United States would they both travel to a secret destination to discuss their business. The Russian Secret Police, masters of the black arts, were twenty times more alert for practitioners of espionage if America was in any way involved.

Rani walked into the kitchen and fired up the kettle, reached for the jar of instant coffee, and took a brand-new carton of milk from the refrigerator. There were no servants, orderlies, batmen, or butlers in this game. The watchword was a relentless FYEO (for your eyes only), and that included ears, brains, and, if necessary, hearts. He made the coffee very black and tipped a shot of vodka into both mugs, mostly because he suspected a few exposed nerves might need steadying after Nikolai had spoken.

When he returned to the living room, he finally shed his topcoat and sat down on the deep and luxurious sofa. “Okay, old comrade, lay it on me,” he said in almost flawless Russian. “To what do I owe this long and arduous journey across the barren wastes of your homeland?”

Nikolai took a sip of his vodka/coffee. “Rani,” he said, “you are going to be very cross with me. But not as cross as you would be if I had not  contacted you. You see, I do not know what is going on. But I do know something very important is taking place right here in Karelia. And it involves action against the United States of America—in my view, very serious action. I stumbled upon it by mistake, and the security is beyond fireproof.”

Rani stayed very cool. He crossed his legs, rebalancing his drink. “Aha,” he said. “I know you would not be here if there was nothing.”

“Indeed not,” replied the Russian officer. “It’s more trouble for me to get here from Severodvinsk than it is for you.”

“But less dangerous,” replied Rani.

“Perhaps so, but what I am about to reveal could get me shot.”

“They’d shoot me for breathing if they knew who I was,” said Rani.

Both men smiled. And then Lieutenant Commander Chirkov stated, “Rani, I think the Russian government is planning a controlled strike against the USA. Not Armageddon, but a fast missile attack, small and aimed at some kind of critical building in the US defense system.”

“You mean like the goddamned Pentagon? . . .”

“Hell, no. You couldn’t fire an air rifle at that without being gunned down . . . I mean something far less significant. But extremely important.”

“Okay, Nikolai let’s go through our usual procedures. Walk me through the phases of your gathered intelligence—like always.”

“No problem. And while I speak, remember these truths—the collapse of the old Soviet Union had nothing to do with Russian disarmament. That never happened. They still have thousands of land-based ICBMs, sea launched, air launched, and God knows what else, all armed and targeted at the USA—as if anyone’s ever heard of anything that stupid . . . ”

“Is security still bad?”

“Christ, yes. Hopeless. A determined terrorist could get hold of a nuclear missile from Russia in about ten minutes, if he had the cash. The Moscow politicians turn a blind eye to the most rampant proliferation of missile technology this world has ever seen. From any angle, Russia’s ballistic arsenal is the single biggest strategic threat to the United States of America.”

“Washington knows that.”

“Well, why aren’t they kicking up a fuss about the new Topol-M SS-27? There’s almost fifty of them already onstream, and the sonofabitch has a seven-thousand-mile range with a reported 550-kilo ton-yield nuclear  warhead. They’ve got the sea-based version nearly ready—it’s supposed to be near impossible to detect, capable of evasive maneuvers at hypersonic speed, with carbon shielding to combat US space-based lasers.

“The whole idea is to penetrate the US missile defenses. And they probably could do it. At least that’s what I hear. In the old days, any Russian missile could be crippled by a US nuclear warhead within seven miles of its trajectory. Not anymore. Not with this little bastard. Darn thing’s electromagnetic fireproof.”

“Okay, let’s get right to the point. What are you telling me?”

“Rani, I intercepted an Internet communication confirming the imminent arrival of two missile scientists from North Korea—specialists in medium-range rockets. Russia has given help in developing North Korea’s newest missile, modeled on standard Russian SS-N-6 submarine-launched technology.

“I don’t know when these characters are coming, or where they’re going. But I do know the navy has requested assistance from the state rocket center. That’s the V. P. Makeyev Design Bureau—they’re the main manufacturers of both land-based and sub-launched ballistics . . . ”

“Is that Viktor’s crowd?”

“Absolutely. Viktor Petrovitch Makeyev, father of Russia’s modern guided-missile industry. They named the fucking factory after him . . . ”

“Yeah,” interjected Rani. “Probably for inventing SCUD-B—the one Saddam slammed into Tel Aviv over and over in 1991, murdering my people . . . blasting women and children to hell . . . for no reason. One of my closest friends lost his mother and sister . . . Don’t mention that bastard’s name to me, unless you must.”

“I must,” replied Nikolai, “because that manufacturing plant is heavily involved in whatever’s going on. They’re located in the southern Urals, town called Miass, about six hundred miles east of Moscow. And everything fits—the postal code, 456300; the telephone dial code, +7-3513. For all I know, the Koreans are going straight to the factory. But I got something else—maybe in error. It sounded like they were all going to a monastery.”

“A WHAT!”

“A monastery. The Russian word’s monastyr. It could have been a misprint, I guess.”

“You got a copy of the download?”

“Are you crazy? Someone traces that to my computer, I’m a dead man.”

“I like you better alive, Nikki. No downloads.”

“Anyway, then I intercept a new communiqué, usual way, through the ship’s link to the Russian Navy’s most classified network. It’s secure and mostly protected, but if someone gets in, they cannot trace. They can find out and change the codes, but they are not able to locate the hackers. Anyway, I’m cleared for access, because of my work in upgraded sonars.”

“Okay. What did you find out?”

“I discovered the Iranians are right in the middle of the plot.”

“Surprise, surprise. What happens now? We got the Muslim ayatollahs in the monastery with the Christians, right? All praying for the same atom bomb.”

“You joke, Rani, but I’m telling you this is very serious. There are three Iranian scientists coming into Russia this week—the guys who built and refined those Shahab-3 and Shahab-4 medium-range ballistic missiles. They used a lot of Russian technology and systems. But they became experts in their own right.”

“I remember, Nikki, the Shahab missile uproar, right after the second Gulf War. Didn’t the United States sanction those guys—Russian, Belarusian, and Ukrainian companies—for exporting nuclear stuff to Iran?”

“Correct. The Russians also helped other rogue states, Iraq and Syria, with nuclear programs.”

“Well, what’s this new Russian-Korean-Iranian parlez all about?”

“I picked up a shred of conversation between the naval high command and the Kremlin. Took me hours to get in using a cell phone I had to destroy. But one phrase was clear in my mind: We’ll show these Yankee bastards who’s really in charge—kick their nuclear football right out of the stadium, huh?”

“Pretty fucking droll, for a Russian,” muttered Rani. “The Slavic literal mind gone into overdrive.”

“I’m sure there’s a lot more happening than I know so far. The strange thing is, I have a distinct suspicion that whatever’s happening is centered up here in the North. My own ship, the Admiral Chabanenko, seems to be involved, moored there on the White Sea.”

“I thought you said the action was in the Makeyev factory in the Urals.”

“No monastery there, right?”

“I should forget that bit, Nikki. It’s obviously a mistake. I just can’t see a medium-range missile in the cloisters.”

Lieutenant Commander Chirkov permitted himself a deep chuckle. Both men took a couple more swigs of the vodka/coffee.

“Do you have any semblance of a plan?” asked the man from the Mossad.

“Only that I think there is a lot going on, and I seem to have a way to tap into it. I’m returning to my ship tomorrow, and I suggest you stay right here. There’s no point going back to Moscow when we may already be in a major Russian black-ops area.”

“Okay. I’ll park myself here till the end of the week. I have my laptop and two cell phones. Will I see you again this trip?”

“I aim to be back on Friday.”

“We got anything to eat?”

“Yup. I bought a few cartons of Tex-Mex at the Sanches Saloon. I’ve had it before, tacos and stuff. It’s good. We can zap it in the microwave. I’ve got a guy coming in tomorrow to clean up. So you’d better be gone by 0900 and check into the Severnaya, soon as I’ve shipped out. You’re fine there as long as you’re not with me.”




 FOUR DAYS LATER 

Severnaya Hotel Bar
 Petrozavodsk

 

Rani Ben Adan had been waiting for almost four hours since the appointed time of 1600. It was now almost eight o’clock, and the bar was beginning to thin out as people headed to the dining room. The Mossad agent was worried. Nikolai had never been late. And when people fail to turn up in the espionage trade, it often means something very sinister, like exposure, capture, or death—even all three.

Rani debated making a break for it, checking out of the hotel, and catching the midnight express back to Moscow. Every time someone entered the room, he half-expected FSB (old KGB) officers direct from the Lubyanka to come striding up to him and demand to see his passport and travel documents.

He did not look suspicious. Rani knew that. His dark complexion and  trimmed black hair gave him the look of a Georgian or even someone from southern Ukraine. His clothes were purchased in the West, and his English passport was immaculate. He carried business cards and other literature pertaining to the paint industry in a slim black briefcase. The “factory” that “employed” him as head salesman had an excellent website, which included phone numbers. A check call by the Russian police seeking John Carter’s credentials would be routed directly to special operators in the basement of the Israeli Embassy in London.

While Rani sat sipping coffee, Nikolai Chirkov was on one of those interminable Russian train journeys, almost 450 miles from the station at Archangel, all along the southern coast of the White Sea, and then north for the train change at Belomorsk. That’s only about halfway, and he still had another 200 miles to go.

The train was late from Belomorsk, and the weather was terrible. When Nikolai finally entered the downstairs bar at the hotel, at almost eight thirty, having run four blocks and a thousand yards through the snow from the Petrozavodsk train station, he was mightily relieved to see Rani still waiting patiently on the far side of the room, his back to the wall.

They went through their deliberate routines, taking care to show no sign of recognition of one another. A half hour later they were back in apartment number 506, where a traditional Karelian meat casserole with potatoes and cheese was awaiting them. Whoever had prepared it was long gone.

Rani scooped the meal onto a couple of plates and zapped them both in the microwave. There was some Russian bread in the warming oven and chilled vodka in the refrigerator. As Russian dinners go, it was pretty good, especially for Nikolai, who’d had nothing all day. Rani had never grown accustomed to the tough meat in what he called “this gastronomic wasteland” and thought constantly of his favorite Tel Aviv steak house on Allenby Street and the fabulous fresh fruits grown in Israel’s northern farmlands, especially the pale, sweet peaches of Hebron.

But right now he had bigger matters on his mind. “Okay, Nikki, what’s new?” he asked.

“Plenty,” replied the Russian officer. “The navy is planning a hit on the USA. I’m not sure of the exact target, because they have not yet tested the missile. I found out it has a range of twenty-five hundred kilometers, and  they expect it to be perfected within a few months. They called the missile men in from North Korea and Iran because right now they’re having problems with the navigation systems.”

“God knows why they want advice from the Koreans,” said Rani. “The last four long-range rockets they tested ended up on the beach about a mile and a half from where they were fired. If these ex-Soviets think they can hit any target in the USA without being identified, they’re even more stupid than we think they are. The US nuclear defensive shield is light-years ahead of them.”

“There’s more. The missile scientists from North Korea and Iran have arrived, and they’re staying right here in Russia. A new laboratory has been set up somewhere, and so far as I can tell they’re working on a new, slimmed-down rocket with a nuclear warhead and a guidance system that makes it almost impossible to track. It’s land based, by the way.”

“Any idea where they plan to launch from?” said Rani. “If it’s land based, it’s got a hell of a way to go from anywhere in Russia.”

“How about a launch from Canada or Central America?”

“Well, Canada’s out of the question. But I guess there might be some banana republic willing to turn its back on a local rocket launch in return for a few pesos. It’s very interesting, Nikki, but right now it’s pretty vague . . . a phantom strike on the USA, launch site unknown, target unknown, with a missile not yet invented.”

“I know that’s what it sounds like, Rani. But I have spent half my life in the Russian Navy—and I know there’s something big happening, and it’s gathering steam. The sheer volume of communiqués would surprise you. I picked up that word monastyr again, three times. It could be anywhere, but the foreign scientists are already in it, wherever the hell it is.”

“Nikki, I’m not denigrating your information in any way. In fact, I believe there’s something highly unusual going on. But I hope you agree with me . . . I can’t blow the whistle yet, or even alert anyone. We have nothing nailed down, and the key characters are apparently hiding behind the altar. But I’m confident you’ll get some clarity in the near future.”

“It’s there, and I will most certainly find it,” replied the Russian officer. “These poor, misguided politicians will be the death of my country. If they launch a strike on the United States, it could be the funeral for all our economic ambitions. That Uncle Sam. He does not forgive. He’ll hit back.”

“The Japanese made that mistake at Pearl Harbor,” replied Rani. “But right now all we can do is watch and wait. If you’ve nothing else, I’ll take the midnight train back to Moscow. You’d better leave in the morning.”

“And my money?”

“Wired into the account in Geneva today, direct from the National Bank in Tel Aviv. One hundred thousand US dollars.”

Lieutenant Commander Nikolai Chirkov smiled. “A small price to save the world,” he said quietly.
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 0100, FRIDAY, MARCH 23, 2018 

Atlantic Ocean, Northwest of Kinlochbervie, Scotland

 

Captain Gordon MacLeash glanced again at the speedometer of the twenty-five-hundred-ton fishing trawler Misty, currently shouldering her way out of a big sea east of the Hebridean islands. The hard nor’wester was right on his bow, and he should have been slowing, but the boat was going five knots quicker than the rev counter told him.

The red-bearded Captain Gordon was baffled. The twelve-cylinder 300-hp Caterpillar diesel engine was set to make eight knots through these choppy waters where the Minch Channel batters its way into the North Atlantic, the Isle of Lewis to port, Sutherland to starboard.

“What the hell’s the matter with this damn thing?” he muttered, mindful that his trawl net was full of several tons of fish that the crew was about to haul inboard. This should have slowed him down even more. But right now Misty had developed a mind of her own. The speedometer read eleven knots and climbing.

Gordon MacLeash throttled back, and nothing happened. The big, blue trawler, with about a thousand prime codfish in the huge net deep beneath the surface, was making almost twelve knots through the water, straight into a headwind.

“ROY!” he yelled, summoning his first mate to the bridge. “AND BRING CHARLIE!”

The two Scottish fishermen came charging into the wheelhouse, alarmed by the anxiety in the skipper’s voice. Charlie McLeod, a descendant of five generations of fishermen from the Isle of Skye, did not need his boss to tell him the problem; he looked at the revs and could sense the high speed, none of which made sense.

He cut the engine instantly. Still the boat drove forward.

“Jesus Christ!” he shouted. “Either there’s a fucking great whale hooked up in the net and still swimming, or we’ve been hooked by a submarine.”

“GET THE AX! SEVER THE WARPS!” bellowed MacLeash. “ROY, CUT THAT TRAWL NET FREE!”

“WHAT ABOUT THE FISH?”

“ The hell with the fish—I’m talking life and death here!”

Even as Gordon MacLeash spoke, every one of the six-man crew of the Misty felt the almost-unknown sensation of the stern hauling downward, only slightly, a matter of inches, but very definitely.

“I CAN’T FIND THE AX!” shouted Roy.

“YOU’D BETTER FIND IT!” screamed the skipper. “It’s always in the same locker!”

“Not tonight,” replied the young crewman. “It’s missing.”

“It’s gotta be here somewhere—FIND IT!”

“Oh, Jesus Christ, I used it in the engine room. I must have left it there.” Charlie McLeod raced for the companionway and practically jumped down the nine steps. He was back with the big woodsman’s blade in moments. And he swung with all of his force at the rigid tautness of the trawl net’s warps. It cut, but not deep enough. The massively strong cable held, and Charlie swung again.

Once more it held, and now the boat was plainly stern down, the angry sea breaking over the aft deck in the dark and windblown night. Charlie stood up to his knees in green water, and again he swung, but the boat lurched downward and he missed altogether, embedding the ax deep in the gunwale. It hit with such force the stern light went out.

“HIT IT AGAIN! FOR CHRIST’S SAKE, HIT IT AGAIN! . . . ”

Misty lurched again, and her bow rose up. The aft deck was under water. A terrible force was dragging her forward and down, stern first, into seventy-five fathoms of ocean. Roy Morrison, in desperation, grabbed a  spanner to unhook the bolts that secured the warps to the boat. Charlie swung his final killer blow, which cut the line.

The net broke free and released the pressure. But it was too late. Too late to launch the small lifeboat, too late to inflate the safety dinghy, too late to live. The waves were crashing over the stern; Charlie McLeod was swept overboard. The water reached the wheelhouse and cascaded in through the open door. The entire engine room was underwater.

In a violent sea, the trawler Misty went down fast, heavily waterlogged, stern first, position 58.40N 06.25W, thirty miles northeast of the very tip of the Hebridean islands, the Butt of Lewis.

Not one of the six-man crew had time to jump clear of the boat. Misty took them all with her, brave Scottish fishermen, plying that most dangerous of trades in these most dangerous of waters. Captain MacLeash and his crew would not be the last to be lost in this turbulent ocean wilderness. But the vanishing Misty made the front pages of every newspaper in Great Britain, because at first there was hope. The men were vastly experienced, and there were no bodies.

Air-sea rescue teams were out searching by midday, when it was plainly obvious that Misty was indeed missing. But these northern waters were freezing, and survival was impossible. All day long the rescue helicopters clattered back and forth across the ocean. Other fishing boats arrived in the area to help. Trawlers from Spain and Iceland came steaming to the rescue, but, by nightfall, there had been not one sign of life. Not even a half-sunk lifeboat.

At 1900 the coast guard called it off. The six men, all residents of the little fishing port of Kinlochbervie, were declared “lost at sea, for reasons unknown.” And finally, after a twelve-hour wait, huddled on the dockside of the fishing harbor, the families of the fishermen returned home.

This was the worst fishing-boat crisis in Kinlochbervie for more than a half century. All of Misty’s crew members were well known in the village. Roy Morrison was the coach of the town’s excellent soccer team, Charlie McLeod played the organ at the local church, and Gordon MacLeash, only thirty-four, was a member of the Parish Council. The three younger men were all bred and born in the picturesque seaport where their parents still lived. Fergus Anderson, eighteen, was a son of the local garage owner.

By midnight, the dockside area was busy again, as reporters, television crews, and photographers virtually besieged the village. Mostly the  heartbroken families refused to say anything, but the distraught parents of young Anderson handed out photographs of their lost son. Mrs. Annie MacLeash was in shock, and the Morrisons were staying with relatives.

It was not just local publications that turned up. In addition to the regulars from the Inverness Courier, the Ullapool News, and the West Highland Free Press, the big London publications had staff arriving in droves, news reporters, feature writers, and star cameramen trying to re-create the sadness of the fishing port for their readers in the faraway southern metropolis.

Front pages were held, television news bulletins rearranged, stories and pictures e-mailed, clichés collected, and purple prose transmitted:TRAWLER DISASTER 
DEVASTATES SCOTTISH 
SEAPORT

 

SIX TRAWLERMEN DROWNED 
IN MIDNIGHT DISASTER

 

THE TRAWLER MISTY 
VANISHES WITH ALL HANDS

 

SIX SCOTTISH FISHERMEN LOST 
IN MIDNIGHT DISASTER AT SEA





This was a story that had what’s known in the trade as “legs.” It could run for several days, while first the basic family heartbreak was recounted, then the sadness of the entire village for its terrible loss, and then the funeral services conducted in steady winter rain—Even the skies wept for the lost sons of Kinlochbervie.

Then the “deep” moral issues, praising the men who go down to the sea in ships—“Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee, for those in peril on the sea. ” sea in ships—“Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee, for those in peril on the sea.” And the massive “debt of gratitude” the nation owes such men, every time we enjoy a plate of fish and chips.

Finally, the media arrived en masse at the inquest, grilling the coast guard, interrogating the Kinlochbervie harbormaster, quoting the Royal Navy and other local fishermen, and recording the total bewilderment. The newsmen were waiting for someone to come up with something inflammatory. For someone to release a clue that might answer the “Why, Oh, Why?” headlines, which had now been running for the better part of three days.

The clue finally arrived at around lunchtime on Wednesday, March 29, when Stornoway’s coast guard chief, Donald Macrae, mentioned to the London Daily Mail the possibility of a Royal Navy submarine catching the trawl net and dragging the Misty to her grave.

“It’s happened before, laddie,” he told the young journalist. “And it will probably happen again, although modern sonar makes it fairly unlikely. Unless the submarine is going at one hell of a lick, couple of hundred feet below the surface, and rams right into the cod net. Chances of that must be hundreds to one.”

“Don’t the fishing fleets request Royal Navy clearance before they start dragging in these waters?” he asked.

“Certainly,” said the coast guard chief. “And Gordon MacLeash did so. It was the first thing we checked. He was told the Royal Navy had no submarines in the area last week. And so far as I know, there are no other nations would dream of exercising in those British waters. The Minch is greatly respected . . . ”

“What the hell’s the Minch?” asked the reporter.

“Christ, laddie, have you no geography or navigation knowledge? The Minch is the famous stretch of water separating the Hebridean isles from the Scottish mainland. It’s very deep, almost forty miles across in places. It has rugged headlands on both sides, and the navy considers it the best submarine training water in Europe.”

“Well, why don’t other European nations want to use it as well?”

“Not many of them have much of a submarine fleet. Hell, the Royal Navy hardly has any fast-attack submarines these days. No nation likes trespassing in foreign waters with submarines, because they’re quite likely to be sunk and never heard from again. Submariners don’t like foreigners.”

“So that more or less rules out the submarine theory, right?” he replied. “Never any foreigners. And no Brits last week.”

“On the surface, so to speak,” said Chief Macrae, “it does rule it out. But navies do not feel obliged to speak the truth at all times. I very much doubt the first sea lord would be anxious to announce one of his underwater boats had just hooked up and drowned six Scottish fishermen. With the state-of-the-art sonar our submarines use, they would, and should,  have detected a two-and-a-half-thousand-ton dragger on the surface above them.”

“Not much use to me, then,” said the reporter. “I can’t just write a story suggesting the navy was responsible when they have categorically stated there was no RN submarine in the area all week.”

“No, laddie. Ye canna do that. But I believe something either hit or otherwise sank the Misty. She was a very powerful boat, and there was no skipper better than Gordon MacLeash. I just won’t accept she somehow sprang a leak and went down or capsized. The sea was rough, but not that rough. We had a force-five gale warning, but Gordon’s been through seas like that dozens of times. Misty’s last known position was in very deep water. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Do you object if I speak to the navy again?”

“Absolutely not. Ask them if they’re certain. Ask them if they have any other theories. They won’t tell you, but you might learn something.”

And so the media juggernaut rolled on. For a couple of days, they loved the idea of a submarine dragging down the trawler, and they scoured their files and libraries for other instances when this may have happened. They found around twenty. By the time they’d gotten through with it, you’d have thought all Royal Navy submarines were sharks in disguise, in search of prey.

But the journalists grew tired of the somewhat hollow “story” and inevitably moved on to new pastures, more important “stories,” like the latest dresses various members of the royal family wore to some film premiere.

This did not apply, however, to the coast guard station at Stornoway out on Battery Point above the harbor. It was another damp, blustery, cold day. The Ullapool-Stornoway ferry was an hour late, fighting a strong tide, headwind, and heavy seas. The sea was gray. The skies were gray, and the main street seemed gray.

Donald Macrae, with his craggy, windblown face and deep-sea blue eyes, had other tasks. Indeed, he had never heard anything even remotely connected with glamour that in any way affected rugged little Stornoway, except that Donald Trump’s mother, Mary MacLeod, had been born four miles down the road from the coast guard station in the village of Tong.

Right now he was staring at a radar screen, checking the progress of the ferry. And there had been an emergency call from an Icelandic trawler in some trouble ten miles north of the island. And there were six journalists  lined up to speak to him on various matters from current sea conditions to the still-warm issue of the Misty.

But the most important call was from London. His assistant had shouted the name: “Lieutenant Commander Wenton . . . line 4 . . . ”

This was the Royal Navy calling from RN Submarine Fleet HQ, Northwood, west of London. And when they called, it mattered. Chief Macrae muttered, “I wonder what the hell they want . . . ” Deep down, though, he knew full well.

Everyone had played down the sinking of the trawler as much as possible to protect the families from unnecessary grief and intrusion. But the professionals did not buy it. Officers in the Navy Department and in the fleet were looking askance at the various accounts of the lost fishing boat. The coast guard knew something sinister had happened.

Fishing communities all over the Western Isles did not accept for one split second that Gordon MacLeash had drowned by accident. Something had happened out there. Everyone wanted answers, but they were damned if they were going to give any to outsiders. Especially journalists.

Chief Macrae grasped the full dimension of the situation when Lieutenant Commander Wenton immediately put him through to a rear admiral who wasted no time with recaps. A cheerful, informal man who had reached his high office because everyone liked him, Rear Admiral John Young, the Royal Navy’s submarine flag officer, came straight to the point. “Donald,” he said, “did Captain MacLeash make any form of emergency radio contact with any coast guard station on either side of the Minch Channel? And if not, why not?”

Chief Macrae, who, in his youth, had served time as a gunnery officer in a Royal Navy frigate, was fifty-two years old now, but he had not forgotten how to speak to admirals.

“Negative to the first, sir,” he replied. “No contact whatsoever. I do not know why that should be so.”

The admiral was succinct in his answer: “There’s only one possible reason, and it’s a very simple one—Captain MacLeash did not have time. I have dismissed the possibility of some kind of suicide pact.”

Chief Macrae smiled to himself . . . Bloody admirals, they’re all the same . . . sardonic wee bastards.

“I agree, sir,” he said. “He did not have time. That trawler met catastrophe and death in a matter of seconds, not minutes. Otherwise, we’d  have found a body. Not one of the six-man crew had time to jump overboard and take his chances in the water. On a night like that, they were surely wearing life vests, even if the men weren’t clipped on.”

“My thoughts entirely,” said Admiral Young, “which somewhat narrows our list of possibilities. Either someone hit her with a torpedo, a missile, or an iron bomb, all of which are hugely unlikely, despite fitting our sinking profile, or something simply dragged the Misty under.”

“Aye, sir. No other viable solution. And I also write off the torpedo-missile theory.”

“So what dragged her down? That’s a mystery because even a big minke whale, twenty-five feet long, is not that powerful. It would have taken four of them, working in harness, to haul a trawler to the bottom of the North Atlantic. So what, Donald, does that leave?”

“Only a submarine, sir.”

“And we did not have one within five hundred miles of Misty’s last known position.”

“So where does that leave us, sir?” asked Donald.

“Looking for someone else’s submarine,” answered the rear admiral. “Which, by the way, we are unlikely to locate.”

“Anything particular you want us to deal with?”

“I just want your crews to keep the keenest possible watch for foreign submarines. Particularly Russian. Because we believe they may have been prowling around last week. We actually believe that with their suspect sonar, they may have blundered into Gordon MacLeash’s trawler and taken it down.”

“I suppose we would nae dare to ask them?” suggested Donald Macrae.

“We’d dare all right, Donald. In fact, we already did. But they refused even to speak to us, and when the Russian Navy refuses to come to the telephone, or to answer an e-mail, you know the lies are just too profound, even for them.”

Donald Macrae permitted himself a significant chuckle.

“Anyway, keep us posted. Anything shows up, sound the alert as fast as possible.”

“You can count on that, sir. We’ll be watching.”

 

Admiral Young’s car was awaiting him. He left his office immediately and headed directly to the Ministry of Defense in Whitehall, central London,  for a meeting with the first sea lord. Again, the subject was obvious: a Scottish trawler had been hauled underwater by a submarine off the Western Isles. It was not a British submarine. There were no RN submarines within hundreds of miles.

The question for both of these experienced naval commanders was: whose damn submarine was it? Their shared opinion was that none of the European Union members would have dreamed of running north through the Minch Channel without requesting permission and giving times and dates for the voyage: certainly not France or Spain, nor any of the Low Countries, or the Scandinavians.

The Minch, in fact, separates the northwest highlands of Scotland from the long offshore crescent of the northern Hebrides. To the south, it is known as the Little Minch and separates the Isle of Skye from the Hebridean islands of North and South Uist and Benbecula. These are intense submarine waters, deep and lonely, used by the Royal Navy’s underwater service for generations, both for training and for the workup of new boats.

No other national navy would think of intruding in these waters, except, perhaps, the Russians. And even they’d be pretty darn careful. In fact, they’d probably have touched base with Fleet HQ. As for other neighboring submarine fleets, as Rear Admiral Young told the boss, “Foreign submarines are pretty thin on the ground these days.” He then presented the following list:France—Barracuda Class in new-build program, none yet operational. Six Rubis Class, thirty years old, and four big fourteen-thousand-ton SLBM boats, Triomphant Class, based in Brest. Hardly seen out since Triomphant crashed into HMS Vanguard by mistake in the eastern Atlantic nine years ago.

Spain—Only one operational. Believed in Cadiz.

Netherlands—Four submarines, one in Somalia, failing to catch pirates, two in refit, and one somewhere in the western Baltic.

Belgium—None.

Germany—A half dozen small eighteen-hundred-ton diesel-electrics. Eight-knots max, flat to the boards. Germans haunted by the memory of deeply hated U-boat fleets in World War II. Nervous to leave Bremen.

Denmark—None.

Norway—Six very small thousand-ton Ula Class diesels. Comparable to the Mersey ferry. Not even remote suspects.

Sweden—Three slow diesel-electrics. Ten knots on the surface. Friends with US Navy, may even make components. Not suspects.





“Which leaves just our old friends the Bears, correct?” said the first sea lord. “Though what the hell they’re doing in the Minch Channel, in the middle of the night, knowing they might meet up with a Royal Navy attack submarine patrolling its home waters . . . Well, God knows.”

“With due respect, sir, I don’t think anyone is bothered about meeting an RN submarine in home waters. We hardly have any of them operational. And everyone knows it. Nearly forty years of defense cuts have seen to that.”

The Royal Navy boss was silent, his expression a mixture of irritation and sadness. He knew as well as anyone that the legendary iron shield the navy provided for Great Britain was no more. There was no aircraft-carrier strike force. The navy personnel numbers were down to twenty-five thousand. At times there were no British warships patrolling the home waters of this island nation, which, quite frankly, he regarded as the daftest situation even Britain’s savagely discredited politicians could come up with.

The old Trafalgar Class submarines were on their last legs, and the new Astute Class boats, which had been given formal government clearance, were running badly behind their production schedule. The truth was the government did not care about lateness, because that usually meant delays in the payment schedule, and they really liked that.

The sea lord loved the Astute Class submarines, with their sensational Rolls-Royce PWR2 (Core H) reactors, which never needed renewing throughout the entire life of the submarine. Only a shortage of food would bring to the surface these underwater masterpieces of marine engineering.

To a former submarine commanding officer, which the first sea lord was, the Astute boats were simply things of gigantic beauty, 30 percent larger than any other Royal Navy attack submarine had ever been, with one heck of a wallop—thirty-eight weapons on board, guided torpedoes, plus submerged-launch guided missiles with a range of twelve hundred miles capable of knocking down a North African mosque from a parking spot in the English Channel.

That kind of weaponry unfailingly warmed the heart of any seagoing commander, but this first sea lord was more than that. He was a navy politician, expert in the infighting of Westminster, a master at arguing the case for bigger budgets.

And while, after three years, he was severely bloodied by the slings and arrows of half-witted politicians, he was triumphant in his endless campaign to preserve the new Astute Class submarines. They were late, yes, but still under construction at $1.2 billion each. Of the five scheduled hulls, two of them were floating, with three chugging along toward completion in the great dry docks of BAE, Barrow-in-Furness (British Aerospace Electronic Systems, the world’s largest defense manufacturing conglomerate).

“You’d think they’d get it, wouldn’t you?” mused the boss. “BAE has six thousand people working on the Astute program alone. Imagine the shattering loss if some government canceled it. Imagine the desolation in Barrow, the thousands of skilled men who would go on welfare programs: the loss of confidence, the smashing of morale.

“Not to mention the irreparable loss to the town—because it would quickly become a place that had lost its soul. It does not take long for engineers to forget, for sons of engineers to look elsewhere for work, for an entire industry with a sensational history simply to let their skills slip away. And when that happens, it’s damned hard to get them back.

“And pretty soon it’s all gone, a great British shipbuilding center no longer in the front line of its profession, highly skilled young British scientists, shipwrights, and engineers looking for work in Korea or Japan. For me it’s heartbreaking every time I have to go and fight those numbskull ministers, whose only talent is making fucking speeches. Jesus Christ, it makes me madder than hell.”

“As you know, sir, you’re preaching to the converted here. But I do wish we had those next three Astutes. I know no one seems to care, but we all love this country, and it gives me the creeps to think of us being virtually defenseless for the first time in centuries.

“We should have three fast-attack boats patrolling home waters at all times, whatever the cost. That way I think we’d both sleep a lot better. Especially with the fucking Russians somehow creeping around our most private seaways. Because they bloody well are, and now it’s obvious.”

The first sea lord was pensive. He leaned back in his chair and said, “I  wonder what they want, or, more pertinently, what they are looking for. I mean, they know the danger of prowling around other people’s coastlines. I just cannot understand why they would take those risks, unless they were looking for something specific.”

“Beats me,” said the submarine flag officer. “But they have been claiming in recent months to have advanced electronic surveillance able to hack into cell phones and even shore-based computer systems. I’d guess they’re on the hunt for anything that might prove useful.

“Unlike our own government, they appear to understand that navy personnel get paid anyway, so you may as well put them to work doing something useful. And in our trade, sir, any private information is likely to be precious. Especially electronic.”

“I suppose fuel’s the only cost involved in running attack submarines around Europe’s national waters,” muttered the navy’s highest-ranked officer. “And these days the Russians have tons of that.”

“It still seems pretty bloody weird,” said Admiral Young. “Wandering around the Hebrides in the middle of the night and getting tangled up with the stupid cod nets.”

“Unless they had a secret objective and believed the answer was somewhere in the Minch Channel.”

“You think they might have some idea how seriously the Americans are planning to reactivate SOSUS?”

“I’m not sure even we know that,” replied the first sea lord. “But the Russkies might know something. And they might be out there trying to find out a lot more.”

“Of course, they always hated it,” said Admiral Young. “For years it was the bane of their lives. Just imagine—they couldn’t move any big, secret submarine even hundreds of feet below the surface without getting caught. SOSUS virtually negated their whole underwater ballistic missile threat, and they never had a clue about ours, not the Vanguards, and certainly not Polaris.”

The subject the two admirals now touched upon, SOSUS, was the simple acronym for Sound Surveillance System, the American deepwater, long-range detection network, consisting of high-gain, long, fixed arrays set in cavernous ocean basins and connected to shore-based listening stations. It was the secret weapon of undersea surveillance, an almost infallible early-warning asset against Soviet ballistic missile submarines.

It utilized deep, horizontal sound channels far below the surface, which allowed low-frequency noise to travel across huge distances with extraordinary effectiveness. It started in quite a small way, but ended up as a multibillion-dollar network of hydrophone arrays, mounted on the seafloor throughout the oceans.

One of the key areas for SOSUS was the somewhat sinister and stormy section of the North Atlantic known as the GIUK Gap—a navy acronym for Greenland-Iceland-UK—the choke point of the Atlantic through which every Russian submarine from the Northern Fleet shipyards must pass if it wishes to steam south into the Western world. Of course, ships of any nationality are at liberty to sail wherever they wish in international waters. But submarines are big, furtive creatures, whose watchword is secrecy. They dislike being observed or located, especially Russian ones.

The GIUK Gap has been crisscrossed for years by US hydrophonic wires. No one can even enter those turbulent waters without the Americans knowing more or less what the crew had for breakfast. The system was invented during World War II and underwent a half century of improvements since right until the Cold War was over.

During that time, SOSUS had some amazing triumphs: the electronic trap caught a Soviet submarine as it crossed the gap as early as 1962. Then it located the USS Thresher after it sank off Nantucket in the same year. It was SOSUS that loudly flagged the lurking Soviet Foxtrot Class submarine during the Cuban missile crisis—the fabled Charlie-20.

And it found USS Scorpion after she went down off the Azores six years later. For years SOSUS was top secret, but such was its efficiency that it became almost common knowledge among Western allies. Most people, however, did not understand how it worked, and when the Russian empire caved in, the Americans declassified the system, at which point it slipped quietly into the background.

But it was still there. And so were many of its listening stations, situated mostly on remote coastal sites. There was one on a steep headland on the southwest coast of Iceland, NAVFAC (Naval Facility) Kevlavic; one on the storm-swept coast of Halifax, Nova Scotia; another in Barbados, where they nailed Charlie-20.

No one has ever officially revealed the full extent of the SOSUS network, but suffice it to say Great Britain played its part. There was an important US listening station in the remote military station of St. Mawgan,  North Cornwall, with a straight-line radar shot to the North Atlantic, and another on high ground above the Pembrokeshire coast at Brawdy, overlooking the Irish Sea.

The Scottish stations were always secret, but the Americans had them placed in the best possible locations on the west coast, especially where the unseen beams of SOSUS protected the joint US-UK submarine lanes, which led to the Firth of Clyde and the home moorings of the Polaris, and Trident ballistic missile bases at Faslane and Holy Loch. The underwater system could provide early warning too against intruders into the deepwater submarine training grounds of the Western Isles.

There is no record of any Soviet or Russian submarine ever entering those hallowed waters. At least there wasn’t during all the years those hard-eyed US Naval personnel manned the SOSUS listening stations. But things went very quiet as the 1990s progressed and the twentieth century turned into the twenty-first.

The glinting eye of America’s longtime secret weapon became inevitably dimmer. Defense cuts meant many of the listening stations on the eastern Atlantic were surreptitiously closed down. Great Britain’s Royal Navy took an endless beating at the hands of political accountants who believed the Silent Service was largely unnecessary.

Aside from the times when there were no warships to patrol the UK’s island waters, most of the time there were only a half-dozen warships available for deployment. The start of the second decade of the twenty-first century was approximately the time when the world once more became seriously restless.

And, as ever, in the thick of the ensuing turmoil stood Russia, growing ever richer on the back of its Siberian oil fields and moving steadily backward in its state reliance on a secret police force to keep the populace in order.

Internationally, too, Russia appeared to have learned nothing, standing by the ayatollahs of Iran, supporting the terrorists of Hezbollah and Hamas, inflaming the Israelis, all to the anger of the United States.

Of course, Russia had its own reasons to behave as it did, the close ties to Tehran being one of them. Despite the Kremlin’s endless games with smoke and mirrors, one of its absolutely definite modern programs was to raise its aged navy from the dead.

The first sea lord had a brief outline on his desk that showed a rising  Russian underwater force, comprising major improvements to the three near-moribund twenty-six-thousand-ton leviathans of the deep, the Typhoon strategic-missile boats, now once more going to sea. There were plans for a total of eight of the supermodern Borey Class intercontinental missile boats and nine improved Deltas.

The new Yasen Class attack submarines were back on the starting blocks, and ten of the Akula Class hunter-killers were being either refitted or newly built. Sierras, Viktors, and a couple of dozen patrol subs, mostly Kilo Class, were also being brought forward.

The surface fleet was also undergoing a twenty-first-century facelift. After years of decline, there was a major modernization program for Russia’s old aircraft carrier the Admiral Kuznetsev, the Kirov Class battle cruiser Pyotr Velikiy was in refit, and there were multimillion-dollar expenditures earmarked for three eleven-thousand-ton cruisers.

Programs to produce some of the world’s most modern frigates and corvettes were well under way. A careful study showed Russia’s naval export orders to China were becoming very strong, and they plainly planned to finance their own new, sleek navy with profits from the Chinese.

“And here we sit,” growled the first sea lord, “just about the first stop on any southward movement of the Russian battle fleet, and we’re on our last legs as a seagoing nation. It was not so long ago the Soviets were scared shitless of meeting Royal Navy warships and submarines on the high seas. It was not so long ago we quietly put one of their noisy old Oscars on the bottom of the Atlantic for straying too close to our shores. And now look at us! Jesus Christ!”

“It’s also pretty bloody tragic we can’t help the Americans much with the reopening of SOSUS,” said Admiral Young. “If important data are located in the British listening stations, we just don’t have the equipment here to intercept, or intervene, or even to conduct real surveillance. We’ve lost our teeth.”

“It’s not that the Americans don’t trust us,” replied the navy boss. “But they can’t really count on us. After all these years, we’ve just faded out of the picture. The United States knows we’re loyal, and they know we’re competent. We’ve just been disarmed by our own side. We can’t really help anyone anymore.”

“Pretty damn depressing, eh?” said Admiral Young.

“Yes, but the trawler men may not have died for nothing . . . It’s about  time I had a chat with the US Navy Department in Washington—just to alert them we think the Russians are on the move in more ways than one.”

“That’ll wake ’em up, sir. They get extremely spooked about renegade submarines, as you know.”
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Captain James Ramshawe, the Australian-sounding but American-born intelligence chief at the National Security Agency, shared his old title of director these days. Since the Chinese and the Russians were suspected of hacking into the Internet systems of the Pentagon, Boeing, Mitsubishi, and other military installations in the early part of the century, a new appointment had been made—commander of cyber warfare.

The immensely popular former West Point lecturer General Harlan Forster had been selected, and while the Pentagon had always hoped the top man at Fort Meade could stand tall over all branches of the secretive spy center—interception, code breaking, cryptology, and cyber warfare—that had proved too difficult.

By 2018 the duties had been separated. Captain Ramshawe, the eavesdropping and spying maestro whose operation intercepted almost 2 billion signals a day, retained his old office on the eighth floor of building OPS 2B, and he retained his old areas of responsibility.

A brand-new headquarters was constructed on the same floor for General Forster, whose duties were wide ranging but essentially defensive. He was provided with a gigantic staff, a brand-new operational building, and a brief to provide the United States, and all of its military and military-related organizations, with protection from any foreign “invaders” trying to launch attacks through cyberspace—hacking, that is, into America’s most secret computer systems, listening to the most secretive messages, discovering the innermost workings of the greatest superpower the world has ever known. With every passing year of the twenty-first century, the march of the cyberspace vandals had become more intense.

And one ultramodern objective on an ancient military adage had jumped into focus: to dismantle your enemy, you must dismantle his intelligence, communications, and forward planning. Where once this meant erecting electronic radar pylons on the coast of the English Channel to foil the advance of Hitler’s air armadas, now it meant something similar, but about four zillion times faster and ten zillion times sneakier.

And despite the colossal volume of information bombarding the electronics of the National Security Agency, the word submarine never failed to cause every nerve in Ramshawe’s personal early-warning system to vibrate.

The encrypted message from the Pentagon this morning was pretty lucid: RN suspects Russian sub operational in Western Isles off the Hebrides—almost certainly responsible for that Scottish trawler vanishing with six crewmen last week. Dragged her down by accident.

Question: What was Russian sub doing there in the first place? Meeting tomorrow here possible? Assistant to CNO, Navy Dept.

“Good question,” Ramshawe muttered to himself. “What the hell were they doing creeping about the Hebridean islands in the middle of the friggin’ night?” He’d read about the tragedy days ago, and he’d logged it in his computer to revisit.

It was a constant theme. After years of having their backs rammed against the harbor wall in search of funds, the Russians were nowadays much more solvent. The days were past when dockyards shut down because the government could not pay the electric bills, never mind the workers’ wages.

Today the Russian Navy was going to sea and refitting their old boats, which had lain idle for so long. They were conducting sea trials, recruiting to the navy again. Once more slipping into that tiresome old Soviet mind-set, that half-paranoid compulsion to spy on those they perceived as enemies.

“Crazy but dangerous” was Ramshawe’s considered opinion of Russians, as he worked his way through the secrets of the world’s great military powers. He gave little thought to the stupendous effort made by the United States of America to keep private every single electron in its arsenal and to spend literally billions and billions of dollars annually finding out precisely what everyone else was up to.

It was odd, but the United States even spied on itself. The signal, which had gone to the US Navy’s chief of naval operations on the fourth floor of the Pentagon, had already been intercepted by the NSA. Jimmy’s staff had read it before the Navy Department even saw it.

Jimmy himself had immediately logged its importance, the clue being that it came from the first sea lord, the former submarine commander who was slated to become Great Britain’s next ambassador to Washington. Captain Ramshawe knew that too, before they even told the queen of England. Which slotted in perfectly with the US military chief’s desire for “full-spectrum dominance”—land, sea, air, space, information, and presumably the celestial world above.

No wonder his workplace was known in the trade as Crypto City, or, less reverently, “No Such Agency,” staffed by thirty-two thousand people who denied its very existence.

Britain’s hands-on national security partner made its headquarters on 350 acres of Maryland, fifteen miles southwest of Baltimore, its location being very deliberately clear of Washington, in case the nation’s capital was ever hit by a nuclear bomb. The political hub of the United States was judged dispensable in an emergency. The National Security Agency was not.

Which is why Crypto City, with its thirty-two miles of roads and twenty thousand parking spaces, represents one of the largest municipalities in the state of Maryland but does not appear on any map.

The specially constructed exit ramp off the southbound lane of the Baltimore-Washington Parkway is hidden from view by cunningly constructed earth hills and thick trees. Once off the ramp, the employees hit a labyrinth of barbed-wire fences, razor wire, huge rocks placed close together, and heavy concrete barriers.

No one can see the motion detectors and the hydraulically raised an-titruck devices. Closed-circuit television cameras sweep the entire area, and there are warnings everywhere forbidding anyone from taking photographs or notes.

Commandos in black paramilitary uniforms armed with submachine guns are seconds away from any area. America’s National Security Agency is probably the only place in the entire United States where an illegal intruder could, more or less, be shot on sight. The NSA’s supremely trained SWAT teams are an all-seeing force, with information fed into their own HQ from one hundred fixed watch posts manned by the agency’s own police officers.

Behind this ironclad, merciless security lies a strange and surreal place, like nowhere else on earth, where the greatest body of international military secrets ever assembled by any organization in history is contained. Since the dawn of the twenty-first century, Crypto City has also become the world’s preeminent and most advanced spying operation.

There are almost seventy buildings, offices, laboratories, warehouses, factories, and living quarters. The people who work here do so in absolute secrecy. Most of them will live and die without ever mentioning even to relatives, wives, and children precisely what they do on behalf of the nation.

Every aspect of life inside the perimeters is coded. Even the Christmas party is called something else. No one living anywhere near the vast Fort Meade complex has the slightest idea what happens inside the barricades. When the Maryland county officials placed a rubber cord on the road to try to ascertain the volume of traffic entering the complex, armed guards appeared as if by magic and sliced it into several pieces. Crypto City answers to no one.

The OPS 2B building is a vast rectangle of black glass, and, inside, it contains a huge black granite wall. The great seal of the National Security Agency, twelve feet by eight feet, is carved into the stone, and above, written in solid-gold inlay, are the words They Served in Silence. Below, in the eight columns of the Memorial Wall, are the names of almost 160 military and civilian personnel who gave their lives in the line of duty.

The black granite is polished so workers can see their own reflections. This is deliberate, designed to remind them starkly that they too serve, in silence, precisely the same cause as those who died for it.

Personnel usually confirm they work for the Department of Defense. But no one is on record specifying their various areas of collecting and analyzing foreign communications and intelligence. Inside those razor-wire barriers, among the greatest collection of supercomputers the world has ever seen (or, rather, not seen), there are state-of-the-art systems, designed to raise the roof at the slightest suggestion of a cyberspace hacker trying to gain entry to any US government system.

Nothing in Crypto City is quite what it seems. The outside structures actually shield the real building, which lies inside the shell, protected by thick bulletproof material, six inches of sound-numbing space with a copper screen designed to lock in every possible sound, conversation, and signal.

That copper screen is constructed around almost every area of the entire complex, rendering the whole place acoustically impregnable. The aim of America’s NSA is to vacuum up every last particle of electronic  information on this planet, and far beyond, but not to allow one single atom of its own sounds to escape to the outside world.

There are reputed to be a thousand listening stations on US territory worldwide, almost every one of them hooked up to Fort Meade. But there are also six hundred similar US operations all over the world.

The main one stands in the UK, on the Royal Air Force Base at Menwith Hill Station, in the Yorkshire Dales near Harrogate, approximately two hundred miles north from where Admiral John Young sat with the first sea lord in Admiralty Arch, which guards London’s Trafalgar Square.

Like Fort Meade, Menwith Hill irritates the life out of know-nothing left-wingers. The station stands in 545 acres of North Yorkshire and is the largest electronic listening station on earth. On its campus there are more than twenty-three giant Radomes, which look like enormous golf balls. Hidden inside these space-age Titleists are antennas intercepting the world’s naval and military signals.

The Menwith Hill technicians form the world’s largest spy base, with a vast special area confined to Russia. The entire operation is run by the National Security Agency under the command of the US Air Force’s 421st Airbase Group.

Menwith Hill, nestling in the folds of the Yorkshire Dales, has the strongest possible links not only to the US satellites but also to Buckley, the secretive 3,300-acre USAF base in Colorado, home of the 460th Space Wing, the missile-warning, space-tracking front line of the US military. In the Rocky Mountains near Denver, it, too, displays the gigantic golf balls, linking it to England’s Yorkshire Dales.

The Menwith Hill listening station has been under US control since 1954, when the Western world was under the control of the former Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Sir Winston Churchill, neither of whom believed the Russians could be trusted a yard.

The Texas-born president ensured the Menwith Hill Station answered to no American law, and Churchill absolved it from British law. Also, to this day, it appears on no maps, the largest town in England subjected to this omission. Those, by the way, are three more issues that seriously brass off the lefties.

Occasionally, there are futile protests about the very existence of the mysterious Yorkshire spy base, silent behind its razor-wire fences. Questions are  asked and answers demanded concerning this little patch of the United States among some of northern England’s most glorious countryside. But no answers have ever been forthcoming. Its secrets are still classified. Less is known about Menwith Hill than any other military operation in Europe.

Menwith Hill, self-sufficient, even owning its own excellent elementary and high school for the offspring of its personnel, continues—unaccountable, beyond the law, sensationally efficient, and the eavesdropping jewel in the crown of America’s National Security Agency in faraway Maryland, south of the Mason-Dixon line.

When the signal came in, alerting US Intelligence about the probability of a Russian submarine in the Minch Channel, a thousand lines of communication began to function. And none more urgent than the one from Crypto City to North Yorkshire placing everyone on high alert for an underwater escape, a Russian submarine not heading north through the GIUK Gap but going home, probably south into the Med and steaming on to one of the Black Sea submarine bases—perhaps with sensitive UK-US intelligence gathered up on its electronic intercept antenna.

A northward escape was out of the question at this time of year, the port of Murmansk being more or less ice bound and the White Sea frozen solid. But the sub-chasing networks of the West were stirring themselves for the first time in many years, really since the Cold War ended, and all because of a lost trawler.

There were some hefty ripples left on the surface of the North Atlantic after the Misty descended into the endless silence of her grave. And they stretched from Stornoway to central London, from the Admiralty to Fort Meade, and then to North Yorkshire and on to the Rocky Mountains. Whoever authorized that Russian ship into British waters would need a convincing explanation because many hitherto relaxed military minds were now on a very definite high alert.




 ONE WEEK LATER 

Israeli Embassy
 Bolshaya Ordynka Street, Moscow

 

Rani Ben Adan had been recalled south to Moscow from the frozen lands of the Karelian Republic at just a few hours’ notice. He sat in a windowless, white-walled basement, in the presence of two “cultural attachés.” They were lean, hard men with swarthy skin, dark stubble, and wary eyes. Neither wore jackets, which left their shoulder holsters exposed on their white shirts. Loaded service revolvers were there for anyone to see.

Rani knew them both well. They were ex–Israeli Air Force colonels whose identities were still classified even within the Mossad, where they now served. Rani knew them only as Andre and Marc. He also knew that Andre was a fighter pilot in the 2006 Lebanon War and almost certainly commanded the air strike when the IAF destroyed fifty-nine Iranian-supplied missile launchers in thirty-four minutes.

Both men had, apparently, taken part the following September in Operation Orchard when the IAF launched a massive strike on a Syrian nuclear reactor and completely destroyed it. Marc’s background was even more obscure than Andre’s, but word was, inside the Mossad, he had commanded a top secret raid on a convoy of trucks in Sudan in January 2009. It had been headed for Egypt with weapons for Gaza until Marc’s air wing obliterated it.

But the strongest unconfirmed rumor was that both men had played command roles in the devastating October 2016 Israeli destruction of Iran’s main nuclear plants in the mountains of Qom and Natanz—a military attack that has never been even remotely explained, or indeed been a cause for any nation to become unduly irate. Except perhaps for Russia, whose fabled S-300 missile defensive system was comprehensively shattered by the Israeli fighter-bombers.

In the ensuing couple of years, Russia, while seething, had never uttered one public statement about the strike against their friends the ayatollahs. And Israel had neither confirmed nor denied any involvement in the action. The entire subject of Iran’s nuclear capability had gone extremely quiet, and the government in Tehran had ceased to mention the exalted possibility of “wiping Israel off the map.”

Yet the significance of that sensational raid—whoever conducted it—had continued into the year 2018. The Mossad’s absolute dislike of Russia had never abated—not since the old Soviet Union warhorses armed and then rearmed the Syrians for their murderous bombardment of the Holy Land in the 1973 Yom Kippur War.

In private moments, Andre and Marc had answered a few questions for Rani Ben Adan, who was himself, of course, one of the most revered Israeli battle commanders ever to serve. In the sound-swept security of that very basement operations room, deep in the heart of Moscow, Marc had reasoned, “If I can’t trust the decorated Special Forces nephew of Bren Adan, then who is there in this world for me?”

He remembered the assault on Iran’s nuclear factories as if it had been yesterday. He remembered the bright moon in the small hours of Thursday, October 6, 2016—the date chosen to mark the forty-third anniversary of the infamous October day when Egypt’s Third Army stormed across the Suez Canal and attacked the Israeli nation at prayer.

He remembered the words of the Israeli commanders as the pilots prepared to embark their lethal long-range, heavy-payload fighter-bombers for the journey to Iran: Tonight you must remember who we are and the endless threats we face. You must attack with all of your courage—because in the end no one will help us. Tonight, as ever, we fight alone—the nation of Israel counts on you alone. Please, God, go with you.

There were tears in Marc’s eyes when he recalled the scene, the howl of the jet engines as Israel’s air wings climbed into the night skies—the F-15 Strike Eagles and heavily modified F-161 Sufas with their unprecedented long-range capability and supreme radar tracking for ground targets. The runway lights were glinting on the bright-blue Star of David painted in white circles on each aircraft’s wing.

He remembered leading the first attack formation as they hurtled west down the runway, out over the dark waters of the Med, and then banked hard right, back over Israeli territory, before opening the afterburners and flying high and fast over the Golan Heights and across sleeping Syria.

Colonel Andre had led the second wing of sixteen fighter-bombers, completing the thirty-two-aircraft armada, which represented the cream of the world’s largest air force outside of the United States. Bringing up the rear were two slower and separate observer aircraft, plus four of Israel’s brand-new squadron of Lockheed Martin F35B stealth and Joint Strike Fighters, with their instant VTOL (vertical takeoff and landing) ability.

These were headed for Iran specifically to rescue downed Israeli pilots, as the only fast fighter jet that can land and take off without requiring a runway of any kind. The brand-new, dull-gray Lightning II could operate anywhere, including a mountainside or a desert.

Both fighter wings, racing high above the Syrian desert, were tried and tested over the 850-mile distance to the prime Iranian nuclear sites at  Qom and Natanz, each of them situated on the eastern edge of the Zagros Mountains, both of them “dug in” deep, beneath the steep hillsides.

All thirty-two of the Israeli fighter-bombers carried the nuclear-capable Jericho IIB missile as part of its long-range heavy payload. No one has ever admitted whether the warheads were nuclear. Every Israeli pilot was aware of the difficulties they faced. Over the nuclear-enrichment plant of Natanz, they were after the mountain lair that contained a reputed three thousand centrifuges, the huge spinners that hurl the heavy isotopes to the outer edge of the uranium hunk.

This is the facility that caused almost outright war with the United Nations Security Council, whose members considered Natanz likely to be the first Iranian “factory” to develop a full-blooded nuclear explosion—an atomic bomb, that is.

The other target was located thirty miles north of the sacred Shiite city of Qom, where the late Ayatollah Khomeini studied theology, philosophy, and law for fifteen years. Qom is home to the holy gold-domed Astate Shrine and also to a brand-new batch of three thousand Russian-made centrifuges, earmarked to spin relentlessly for several years while Iran settles down to the ignoble art of universal atom-bomb production.

The government of Israel had for years watched helplessly while the world griped and moaned about this clear and wicked defiance of the nonproliferation treaties. And two irrefutable facts slowly became obvious: no one was going to do anything about it, except to apply mostly ineffective sanctions, and Iran threatened no one, except Israel, to wipe them off the face of the earth.

Thus, the words of a nameless Israel Air Force lieutenant general were finally heeded on that historic October night in 2016: There’s only one thing worse than attacking Iran, and that’s not to attack it.

Marc and Andre sat silently for a few moments, ruminating on their corner of Israeli history. “We flew very high over the desert,” said Marc, “and refueled from our own tankers in Iraqi airspace. Basically, it was a straight shot from there, flying south of Baghdad, directly to the Zagros Mountains.

“We did not expect to run into antiaircraft activity before we got there, and there was none. But once the Zagros Mountains began to slope east, away from us, at first light on that Thursday morning, we were ready to face heavy antiaircraft fire from the Russian missile defense system. So we stayed at high altitude until the force split over the high peaks of the Zagros.

“My wing was to hit the Qom target, and I picked up the railroad that I knew ran up to Arak and then to the holy city. Right there I swerved north and immediately came under attack from the city defenses, which must have been newly installed because of the nuclear factory. One of my pilots was hit and crashed head-on into the mountain. But we kept going, until the underground factory was specially pinpointed on our radar.

“I loosed off my first Jericho II and saw it slam into the mountain. Still under fire, I turned tight and raced back in at supersonic speed, sending two bombs directly into the crater. I saw them both detonate, big bunker busters—looked like they split the mountain in two. My guys were pounding the same crater over and over, just as we had been instructed, and by now, even at five thousand feet, you could hardly see anything for the dust and smoke.

“Suddenly, there was an unbelievable explosion, a white-hot flash, and then a mushroom cloud like those photos of Hiroshima. The whole aircraft shook and shuddered, and I knew it was not about to get much better than that. I gave just one order: That’s it, guys. We’re going home.

“I guessed three of our aircraft were down, but only one had hit the mountain head-on. The other two had a chance, and we had the VTOLs high over the mountains ready to come in after we’d cleared the datum.”

“How did the others get on, over at Natanz?” asked Rani.

“A bit better than Marc’s wing,” replied Andre.

“How come?”

“We think that while Natanz was for many years the prime place of Iran’s nuclear enrichment, the huge halls, which contained the centrifuges, were nearer ground level. When the Iranians constructed them, the whole world was not against them.

“It was only in the last three or four years before we hit them that they realized Natanz was vulnerable. And it was so damned difficult to get deeper into that mountain, they more or less started over, rebuilding at Qom. And right there they had a chance to get much deeper.

“We knew that before we started the bombers might have to go in time and time again at Qom. Marc’s the best commander in the IAF and the bravest . . . That’s why he led them. If anyone could do it, we all knew it  would be Marc. My task was much easier. Natanz was less protected. Happily, we had the maestro at Qom . . . ”

“Shut up, Andre,” said Marc, “and get us some coffee.” And then to Rani, “Don’t believe what he says. I just did what anyone in our strike force could do . . . ”

“Bullshit,” said Andre, as he headed for the in-house embassy phone. “He’s some kind of genius in that F-161—that’s why he nailed the crater with the final killer delivery. It was his fourth attack . . . and he flew past three missiles and intense antiaircraft fire to make it . . . His plane was hit twice . . . God knows how he’s still alive . . . It was a sensational piece of flying . . . Don’t listen to him. He’s a lying little fighter pilot.”

By this time all three of them were laughing, and Rani said, “Yes, I believe you, Andre. He is a lying little pilot. I once saw a picture of him with the little red ribbon pinned on his uniform. Even I never thought they gave it to him for his birthday!”

“The Medal of Courage,” muttered Andre. “Guess why.”

“Will you guys shut up?” said Marc. “This is embarrassing . . . ”

“He will. I won’t,” chuckled Rani. “I have just one more question. How did you guys get through the Russian missile defense . . . that S-300 ground-to-air missile shield? Christ, how many hundreds of semistealth cruise missiles can it track? Can’t it take on ten intruders at a time with those mobile intercept batteries?”

“We learned how to neutralize it, that’s all,” said Andre, smiling.

“Yes, but how? Even now the Russians go on about its success rate at protecting their allies.”

“Well, for a start, it’s nowhere near as good as the American systems that we have,” said Marc. “And we discovered that some years ago.”

“Yes, but how did you learn?” asked Rani again. “Was it intelligence, stuff from guys like us working in Russia?”

“Hell, no. We conducted a couple of long exercises against the Greek Air Force; spent days fighting it out with lasers above the island of Crete. We can never tell you how we did it; that’s classified. But if you check the map, you’ll see Crete is about the same distance from Tel Aviv as Tehran.

“That gave us hands-on experience of the journey, the high-altitude refuel, and the time we needed to circumvent that defense system. We demonstrated to ourselves that an 850-mile distance could be negotiated, and we could fight, beat the S-300, and still get home.”

“And I guess it worked.”

“Almost,” replied Marc. “We lost two of our best guys at Qom and four at Natanz. I’d say that plant was more prepared than Qom, because they’d been working at it for longer. Their factory was not so deep underground, but their missile men were a bit sharper. Don’t listen to this clown, Andre, telling you they had an easier mission.”

Coffee arrived, accompanied by a tray of small Russian blinis with caviar, and all three men were thoughtful.

Rani spoke first. “Do you think Iran might be preparing some terrible revenge against us?”

“Can’t say,” replied Marc. “I doubt it. We apparently scared them to death. Whatever they try, we’re ready. And if they did launch anything against us, I can tell you it would be the last thing they ever did.”

“Well, gentlemen,” said Rani, “perhaps you might tell me why I’ve been summoned back to Moscow.”

“On the face of it, this might not seem so important,” said Colonel Andre, “but there are a lot of people very interested in a certain subject. And you are known to have the best contacts inside the Russian Navy.”

“Aha,” replied Rani. “So what’s new?”

“Quite a lot these days, mostly involving the continued and improving state of the Russian fleet.”

“No argument there,” added Rani. “They are on the move. For the first time in maybe three decades, they can afford to set sail.”

“However,” said Marc, “there is one specific problem that has come to light: the sinking of a Scottish fishing boat out near the Hebrides. What do you know about it?”

“Nothing, except what I heard on the BBC. And I did catch a glimpse of something on the Internet, in one of the newspapers.”

“Royal Navy Intelligence believes that fishing trawler was dragged under by a cruising Russian submarine.”

“In the Hebrides!”

“Exactly. It seems to us half the world wants to know what the hell it was doing there, which is proving a bit tricky since no one saw it, no one heard it, and the Russians are saying they haven’t the slightest idea what everyone’s talking about.”

“Sounds like a certainty,” said Rani. “How did you guys hear?”

“Urgent communiqué direct from HQ. The Americans are already  involved. Fort Meade is on the case, practically an open line to London. It’s just that it’s been so long since the US Navy was chasing submarines through the GIUK Gap.”

“And occasionally sinking them, from what I understand,” added Rani.

“Precisely so.”

“And now it may be starting again. London thinks that submarine was in British territorial waters. It must have been spying on something. The Americans are trying to get SOSUS up and running again, and they are furious the Russkies might be watching them while their guard’s down.”

“Wouldn’t be like Uncle Sam to stop paying attention.”

“No, but there’s a big fucking difference between paying attention and being on high alert. The Yankees do not like what they’re hearing.

“You have been asked here to participate in the discussion. And of course to help us come up with a plan to get inside the Russian Navy’s high command, find out precisely what they are up to.”

“Okay,” said Rani Ben Adan. “I do have a very useful Russian Naval officer, and, curiously, he is convinced they’re currently up to something serious. He has a lot of clues, but no hard facts. But he’s good, very good. And we pay him well. I’ll get to him soonest. I suppose no one’s got much idea what precisely it is we’re looking for, submarine-wise?”

“Not really,” said Marc. “But since the Northern Fleet’s pretty well frozen in right now, it probably came from the Black Sea. Right now it’s probably chugging home through the Med, and then, on the surface, up through the Bosporus.

“Apparently, it hauled a twenty-five-hundred-ton trawler backward to the bottom of the North Atlantic, so I’d say we’re trying to find a very big Russian nuclear boat, probably one of those twin-shafted Oscar IIs, eighteen thousand tons dived. They’re a northern boat, but they’ve been in the Med, and a couple of them were in the Black Sea a year ago.”

“And what do we do if we find it?” asked Andre. “Check with the captain about whether he’s been running day trips around the Western Isles?”

“Well,” said Marc, “the Americans could say they formally logged the boat through the Strait of Gibraltar and that it’s the only underwater boat on this planet that could possibly have been involved with the trawler incident.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were them,” said Rani. “Because that may be precisely what the Russians want to hear.”
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