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Аннотация
Nordhausen is back with new research and his hand on the neck of the terrorist behind the Palma Event. Now the project team struggles to discover how and where the Assassins have intervened to restore the chaos of Palma, and their search leads them on one of the greatest naval sagas of modern history.


John Schettler
GOLEM 7

With gracious thanks to Richard, Mark, and Candace
For being the friends they are to me and
For inspiring my Kelly, Robert, and Maeve.

�There are no roses on a sailor�s grave, 
No lilacs on an ocean wave, 
The only tribute is a seagull�s sweep, 
And the teardrops that their sweethearts weep.�

�A German Sailor�s Poem



Synopsis
Meridian IV: Anvil of Fate

Paul Dorland refuses to believe Kelly Ramer has perished, and he secures the support of Professor Nordhausen for a mission aimed at bringing Kelly home. Marooned over 10,000 years in the past at the site of the hidden archive he was trying to destroy, Kelly has managed to carve his name into a slab of hieroglyphics that survive to be discovered behind a false door in the tomb of Mehu. His message signals his location at the exact hour of dawn, and Paul uses the information to program a successful retraction scheme.
Kelly is saved, yet even while this mission was underway, the Golems have been signaling an alert warning of a grave and massive transformation in the continuum. When Kelly reveals that the stela uncovered at Rosetta in Book III: Touchstone was actually a set of instructions to agents of the Assassin cult, Nordhausen translates the hieroglyphics as a series a cryptic phrases. Aided by the Golem alerts, the team is soon led to the source of the problem.
In the year 732 an army of Arabs, Moors, Berbers and heavy Saracen cavalry under the new Caliph of al Andalus (Hispania) crossed the eastern passes of the Pyrenees Mountains and invaded the Frankish province of Aquitaine. They were met and opposed by the Duke Odo of Aquitaine, who was badly defeated on the River Garonne near his principle city of Bordeaux. Odo escaped and fled north to the Austrian Franks, appealing to the Mayor of the Palace, Charles, for support. He managed to persuade Charles to leave off his campaigns in Frisia to the east and raise an army to oppose the Moors.
As Abdul Rahman ravaged north, Charles marched to the city of Tours to protect the renowned Abbey of St. Martin and all its cultural and religious artifacts. The two armies met along the old Roman road south of Tours near the hamlet of Cenon. The project team is shocked to discover that the Franks were decisively defeated at the battle of Tours!
Without that victory the Saracens would have gone on to lay siege to Poitiers as well, and quartered for the winter in that city and the nearby city of Tours. The following spring they would have been heavily reinforced from al Andalus. With the Franks defeated and in disarray, their black banners would press on, overrunning the remainder of Gaul and crossing the Rhine as well to overcome the Lombards, isolating the last holdouts of the West in Rome and Constantinople.
In time these cities would fall, and the Umayyad Empire would claim all of Europe in prize. There would be no �Reconquista,� no Enlightenment to end the dark ages, and no Reformation. The Pope would be captured and slain, and the Holy Catholic church itself would be expunged. Christianity would be harried into distant corners of the world where it would survive only as an insignificant bywater of belief. Islam would spread the world over, even into Asia where it rolled back the migration of Buddhism from India and infiltrated a much weakened China when the Tang dynasty came crashing down, beset with internal strife in the An Lu Shan rebellion in the year 757.
The ramifications of these events meant there would be no Columbus to sail west across the ocean to discover the New World of the modern day Americas. Instead the voyage was undertaken by a Moslem explorer, and it was not Britain, Spain and France that colonized the new world, but the Umayyads and Abbasids after them. There would be no migration from England, Spain and France to establish colonies; no �United States of America,� no city called �San Francisco� under the temperate California sun, and no place called �Lawrence Berkeley Labs.� The team realizes that their very existence is also now at stake.
Research reveals that the Assassin cult has operated to spare the lives of two men who were killed in the years before the battle, both strong opponents of Charles. In the real history the Bishop Lambert was assassinated at his villa near Heristal in the year 705, and a cult grew up around that site which eventually became the city of Liege.
Lambert had denounced the mother of Charles, Alpaida, who was consort to Charles� father Pippin the Fat. But Pippin�s legitimate wife also bore him a son, Grimwald, and Lambert�s assassination was seen as part of a power struggle between the two women to assure the ascendency of their sons to the throne. Some years later, as Pippin lay dying in the year 714, his son Grimwald went to visit him, stopping at the shrine to Lambert as a symbolic political move, for he was certain that a power struggle would soon follow Pippin�s death. Yet his death came first when he, too, was assassinated while visiting Lambert�s shrine. By ironically preventing these two deaths the Assassin cult hoped to forestall Charles� ascendency to power, and thus achieve a victory at Tours over Grimwald, a man with inferior military skill.
After identifying these two deaths as key levers on the outcome of the battle, the project team conducted a mission and Maeve Linford assured the death of Bishop Lambert. Grimwald�s death was assured in a second mission undertaken by Paul. Yet these two interventions were still not enough. Something more was needed.
Charles Martel, the �hammer� of Christendom and reputed hero of the battle had undoubtedly been a key factor in its outcome, but not the principle reason for the defeat of the Saracen army under Abdul Rahman. In a sudden epiphany, Nordhausen fingered another man, The Duke Odo of Aquitaine, as the primary lever on those events. It was he who had first opposed the Saracens and Moors, and he who rallied the factious clans of Neustria and Austrasia, the New Land and the East Land, that would eventually be forged into a unified Gaul under Charles and his successors. But first they had to stand as one with Aquitaine, where Odo held a remnant of his most trusted retainers as the sole light cavalry force opposing the vast legions of Abdul Rahman at the battle.
Tours was a victory in the end, and it marked the high water mark of Islamic incursion into Europe in the early eighth century. If the project team had not acted decisively to assure the Franks were victorious at Tours, the fate of Western Europe, Christendom, and their very lives were at stake on the Anvil of Fate.
In the third and final intervention, Professor Nordhausen manages to convince the Abbot of the Abbey of Saint Martin, who is an agent of the Order, that Odo of Aquitaine was the real Prime Mover on the outcome of that crucial battle.
Convincing Odo to act was the dilemma, but the situation was nudged gently by operatives of the Abbey, and Tours was saved. While Charles claimed the victory, taking upon himself the name �Martelus� the Hammer, Odo died three years later unsung, unheralded, and largely unknown to successive historians.
With fuel for their generators running out, and the quantum singularity driving the Arch wobbling into dissolution, the team must suspend operations and secure new fuel and resources to finish their last mission, the final reversal of the catastrophe caused by Palma. It is this mission which is the subject of Volume V in the series: Golem 7. 

Part I
The Plan

�Before beginning, plan carefully.�
�Marcus Tullius Cicero


Chapter 1

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex�� Tuesday, 4:15 PM
�I�ve found it!� Nordhausen exclaimed as he rushed into the lab clutching an armful of notebooks and several heavy volumes. �Spent all afternoon on the Arion system, and you�ll need to get over there soon as well,� he admonished with a wag of his finger at Kelly where he sat at a control console. �We�d better get the system up�turn things on, or spin out the singularity and all. Paul�s going to love this!�
Kelly Ramer looked over his shoulder at the professor, his attention diverted from the computer screen he was monitoring, eyebrows raised with a wry smile. �What are you talking about?� he said.
�The research, man! I�ve got the little devil! Oh they were real clever this time, weren�t they. But I found out what they were up to, and they can be damned. Now� We�re going to need to establish a Nexus fairly quickly. I�ve got this in my head now, with considerable data to back everything up, but this might create one of Paul�s certainty effects, and if they get wind of what I�m up to they could start a counter operation. So turn everything on, will you!� He rushed over to a desk near the history console and plopped down the stack of notebooks he was carrying. �Here, I�ll set up at the History Module. I need to run down a few details, but I think I have most everything we�ll need to get started.�
Kelly�s expression went from mild amusement to perturbed bewilderment. �Would you calm down and make some sense? What research?�
�Palma!� Nordhausen said, with obvious frustration. �What else, man? I�ve got the whole thing here on a disk! Now, where�s the drive? Ah, there you are.� He thumbed a button on one of the system computers and opened a Blue-Ray drive, eager to feed in a disk and get to work.
�I was using the Golems to scout out variation data on this altered Meridian. There were a lot of changes after Palma, as you might imagine, but I was looking at time stamped data from the hours just before the event. Everything seemed in order, until I got a strong warning signal from one of the Golem Banks.�
�Just one?� said Kelly. �I had the system threshold set to require three Golem Banks before an alert was issued.� Each bank was a designated cluster of thousands of remote installations of Kelly�s special search program, quietly running in systems all over the world.
�Well I wasn�t going to overlook anything,� said Robert. �So I took a closer look at the data from that lone sentry and began to get very interested.�
�Which Golem Bank was it?� Kelly had segregated the total cloud into nine clusters, and banked these as search teams that would act in unison on a variation, immediately focusing all their attention on that subject if the bank detected a sufficient percentage of deviation.
�What? Does it matter which bank it was?�
�Just curious, I suppose.�
�If you must know, it was Golem Bank number seven, if I recall correctly. Yes, number seven. So I decided to take my initial results and put the Arion system on it.�
�Golem 7�� Kelly thought for a moment. �Those were the lost sheep.�
�I beg your pardon?�
�My lost sheep. When we lost contact with the Golem search cloud on the last mission I had a few stragglers that wandered in from new system boots after that event. They were instrumental in helping us continue that operation. So when I set up my Golem search cloud clusters, I banked that whole group as Golem 7.�
Robert raised an eyebrow, but he didn�t want to get bogged down with a load of computer mumbo jumbo here, and pressed on.
�Fine,� he said. �Well, you know the old mystery writer�s credo: who, what, when, where, why. The first thing you do is find out who was involved in the scheme and get your suspect list filled out, and that�s where the Arion system came in handy. It powered through all the searches and the pattern recognition software I was using did a bang up job as well. So I found the bastard! That was no plane crash! It was deliberate. They pulled another D.B. Cooper on us.�
�Robert!� Kelly shouted now, holding up his hand with some annoyance. �I can�t follow a word you�re saying. You�re talking to yourself half the time anyway. Now what in the world is this all about?�
The professor looked over the rim of his reading glasses, about to say something. Then he composed himself and spoke in a level, measured tone. �My Dear Mr. Kelly,� he began. �Now what have we all been about the last three days, eh? Paul�s been haggling all over the city for petrol, you�ve been in here nursing that bloody singularity back to life, and Maeve, God bless her, has managed to lay in a store of food and water, and a truckload of emergency supplies and wardrobe as well. So what have I been doing, you might wonder?�
�Yes, I do wonder,� said Kelly.
�Well, I�ve been at UCB on the Arion sifting through the history, that�s what I�ve been doing. I scanned virtually every news item and document on the whole damn Internet concerning this latest incident at Palma, and then some. And to put a fine point on it all, I�ve found the man responsible for the attack on Palma.� He paused, fixing Kelly with a steady gaze over his reading glasses.
�Ra�id Husan al Din?� said Kelly, confused. �We�ve known about him for weeks, but he doesn�t even exist any longer, at least not on this Meridian.�
�Not him,� said Robert, somewhat annoyed. �I�ve found the new agent responsible. Now� If you would be kind enough to spin up the Arch and establish a Nexus, we can get started.� He waited, folding his arms.
�Did any of the other eight Golem banks contribute to this data set?� The system as a whole was like a supreme court. When focused on a search, each of the nine banks would do independent analysis and return a weight of opinion. If conflicting data marred the results it would take at least five banks to confirm a result. If Robert was acting on the advice of Golem 7 alone, Kelly was suspicious of his findings.
�What? How should I know! I just fed the variations into my laptop and carted them over to the university to use the Arion system. That�s where I got my confirmation.�
Kelly pursed his lips, rubbing his chin and took a deep breath. His lost sheep had found something that all the other Golem banks had apparently missed. He had misgivings about acting on the advice of a single Golem Bank, but those units had saved them once already, and Robert did seem to have further analysis from the Arion system. �You�ve got hard data on this?� he asked.
�Right from the Horse�s mouth�the UCB Arion system. I confirmed it all this afternoon, but I need a Nexus Point here so I can sample resonance and get on with the final research.� He waited, tapping the stack of notebooks with his automatic pencil.
Kelly frowned. He had been spinning up a singularity in the quantum matrix, and was only just now seeing signs of stability. He had good speed, stable rotation and sufficient quantum fuel in the matrix as well. Yet the thought of activating the Arch impacted all this work and a range of other factors as well, and he hesitated, still uncertain of what the professor was saying.
�You think you�ve got the man responsible?� he asked, angling for more information.
�I do indeed,� said Nordhausen.
�What certainty factor?� He wanted a number, something he could quantify and weigh in an algorithm. Yet more, he wanted to give the professor a jab to be sure he was following sound procedures for a possible mission workup. If Robert had done clean research he should have run an integrity check on his final premise and generated a certainty factor. He was surprised when the professor answered with calm confidence.
�I make it 98.37% integrity�and that�s from the Arion system, mind you. Good enough for you?�
Kelly raised his eyebrows, impressed. Golem 7 had apparently been vindicated. �Alright, those are good numbers but��
�But what, man? Let�s get started! As soon as you activate the Arch, Paul and Maeve will get the call on their cell phones and rush over here. So turn things on!�
�Well, hell, Robert, we�ve got any number of things to consider here�fuel being the main issue. PG&E was in here yesterday reading me the riot act. They�re going to deliver our next electric bill parcel post! Said we have to restrict operations to post peak hours or they�ll have to take us off the grid permanently.�
�Oh, they�ll get their damn money, tell them not to worry. Look here� We can spin up on internal generators, right? Then let�s get on that now so we can establish a Nexus Point here. We�ll want to get the call out to Paul and Maeve right away.�
�Well it�s not just the money,� said Kelly. �It�s the fuel situation. Paul was able to get all three generators filled, but he wanted to see about arranging a reserve supply.�
�He�s filled the generator tanks? Good man! That should be plenty to get us started. Then we can go back on PG&E power after six tonight, and hopefully the power will remain stable enough for us to run a mission.�
Robert waited, ready to overcome any further objection and watching Kelly�s closely. �I�ve got him, Kelly,� he said in a low voice. �Got him by the scruff of his neck. I know who he is and why he was born. And I know how he pulled it all off as well. I�ve got a paper trail on the bastard, even though he was trying mightily to keep a low profile, and I�ve even got him on surveillance cameras. Then I ran his whole genealogy, so I�ve got good numbers for Outcomes and Consequence to boot. Maeve won�t be a problem when she looks at the data, I can assure you of that much. Now� we can either sit here quibbling or we can do something about this situation out there.� He pointed at one of the walls where the world beyond the safe inner sanctum of the Arch complex was slowly spinning off its kilter and winding down into chaos.
The world after the tsunami generated by Palma�s eruption and collapse was now a wild and dangerous place. Even here in the Bay Area things were rapidly getting out of hand, though the West coast had managed some level of normalcy, being farthest removed from the disaster zones in the East. Now, a week after the tsunami struck, people were finally over the initial shock and had shifted into a low level panic mode. Markets were being stripped bare of food and the supply chain was working overtime to try and restock shelves. Crime was on the rise, and it was no longer safe after dark, even in relatively quiet neighborhoods. The professor had to brandish his umbrella to fend off a man on the way over to the Arch complex that very afternoon. Street beggars had become uncommonly aggressive.
Their last mission had managed to prevent a fate ten thousand times worse than all this when they intervened successfully to assure a victory in the pivotal Battle of Tours. Each member of the team had played a key role in achieving that outcome on a complex three part mission to the early eighth century. In doing so they had received some much needed help from their associates in the future. The Order had used some novel methods to overcome the challenge and obstacle of the Palma Shadow, now a near impenetrable barrier to Time shifts from their distant point on the Meridian.
With the catastrophic effects of defeat at Tours forestalled, the project team closed ranks around their friend Kelly Ramer as the Arch spun down, its fuel depleted, and they feared that his life would again be forfeit in the world they would be left with. They had no time or resources to try and affect the outcome of Palma that night. Kelly would live or die, as fate judged him in that last hour when he reached for the power switch and turned off the Arch.
He lived because it was not Ra�id Husan Al Din this time around, the nefarious terrorist that had been eliminated from the Meridian by the first mission they ran. Another man had risen to take his place. The Assassin cult of the future had run yet another operation in their grand scheme, reversing both Palma and the Frankish victory at Tours in one throw. Their effort at Tours had been parried, but Palma remained in place and, as each day passed, its shadow on the Meridian intensified. This time it was someone else behind the eruption that had sent a mountain of ocean water hurtling at the Eastern Seaboard of the United States. And here was Nordhausen, his pencil still tapping nervously on a stack of notebooks, a Blue-Ray disk in hand, and a determined look on his face as he waited for Kelly to act.
�Well?� said the professor. �Do something!�
Kelly sighed. �Alright, alright. I made the call to shut down the last operation, and my life was on the line then. So I guess I can fire this baby up again if you insist. I don�t like operating on the advice of just one Golem Bank, but it was number seven, and well� I�ve developed a fondness for those little buggers. I�ll move into startup mode, but when Paul and Maeve get here you�ll have to answer for it if this doesn�t pan out, my friend.�
�Don�t worry about them,� said Robert. �Once they look at the data I�ve uncovered they�ll agree it was the only thing to be done. Get it all on-line, Kelly. We�ll be protected in a Nexus and they�ll be here in no time.
�Give me a second�� Kelly was already flipping switches, putting the number one internal power system on-line and setting up a backup generator as well. �I�ll get the Arch up in ten minutes, but as soon as the number one generator comes up to speed I�ll have to take us off the outside power grid or we�ll have cops here with a warrant in no time.�
�They threatened you with that?�
�Damn right. The silly PG&E rep was adamant. We get no more than basic kilowatt cycles here until post-peak hours or they are going to have the whole place shut down. Power is a big issue all over the state now. And we�re starting to get a huge migration of people from the east coast, as California is one of the few places left in the country with some civil order. So resources are really going to be stretched thin.�
�Don�t worry,� said Nordhausen. �None of that will matter soon enough. Just turn everything on.�
�Well, what in God�s name are we going to do? I don�t want to sit here wasting precious fuel like this.�
The Professor smiled. �You just get us safely into a Nexus Point here and I�ll tell you all about it, my friend. I�ll tell you all about it.�

Chapter 2

Mers-e-Kebir Harbor, Oran�� July 3, 1940
It was a hot July evening in 1940 at the port of Mers-el Kebir, just north up the gently curving coast from the great city of Oran, Algeria. The sun was falling slowly towards the horizon, and the quality of light was deepening to a rich gold, painting the sharp angles and squared turrets of the main French battle fleet which rode at anchor here, one of several naval flotillas scattered about the Mediterranean after France had capitulated and finally signed an armistice with Germany the previous month. Admiral Gensoul sat fitfully in his ward room, his discomfiture increasing hour by hour throughout that long afternoon. For even though hostilities with Germany had officially ended, the threat of war was still close at hand, only this time from their former friend and ally!
Even now British battleships were waiting just offshore, intent on forcing one of several possible outcomes they might deem favorable concerning the disposition of Gensoul�s powerful battle fleet. He had two fast battlecruisers here with him, the Dunquerque, where he kept his flag, and the Strausbourg, both sleek and powerful ships that had been explicitly built to hunt down and kill ships like the troublesome Deutschland class �pocket battleships� Graff Spee and Admiral Sheer of the German navy. And with them were two older ships, the battleships Bretagne and Provence, relics from the first war, with keels dating back to 1912.
The four big ships were moored side by side at the northernmost segment of the harbor, their bows pointed landward, an oversight that would soon prove most uncomfortable for the admiral. It meant that all the guns on his battlecruisers, being forward mounted, were pointing away from the sea, and half the guns on his battleships were equally disposed landward. Directly opposite them, closer to the shore, were a line of cruisers and smaller destroyers that comprised the remainder of his battle fleet. The sailors were restless in the muggy heat of the day, nervously manning their stations as the hours crept by.
A proud and experienced admiral, Gensoul had bristled when the British dispatched a mere captain to conclude negotiations, and he refused to see the man. Cedric Holland came in on the destroyer Foxhound and anchored a mile from the outer quay. He had been sent because he was fluent in French, not to snub or diminish the French Admiral. But pride goeth before the fall, and Gensoul was much irked by these developments. He ordered the man to return to his ship and leave the harbor, but the upstart British captain boarded a whale boat and rowed forcefully for the French Admiral�s flagship, the Dunquerque. There he waited, pleading to see the Admiral and hoping to convince him to negotiate and reach an honorable decision.
Instead Gensoul ordered a staff officer, Lieutenant Dufay, to take the British captain a message stating that his ships would not be surrendered and that any attempt at forcing the issue would be met with equal force. It was bad enough that his nation had been swiftly defeated by the German blitzkrieg, and now the humiliation of being ordered about by former allies was salt in the still bleeding wounds. The British were here for one reason, he knew. They wanted his ships! Their ultimatum had proposed several alternatives that each seemed fair enough on the surface. Either sail with the British in open alliance, or sail with them to a neutral port to be demilitarized. A third option was to simply scuttle his ships where they sat, removing them as a threat to British interests. Gensoul would have nothing to do with any of these propositions, and he said as much. His loyalty was to his nation, defeated as she was, and it was his to command and preserve the French navy here if he could.
Even as he waited, Gensoul learned that the British had already begun operations to seize French ships in their own waters, those which had fled to England after the disastrous yet miraculous British retreat at Dunquerque. And he also had a secret cable informing him that reinforcements for his battle fleet were getting up steam at other North African ports and preparing to join with him. Perhaps the British were aware of this threat, he thought, but it would make no difference. No reinforcement could reach him in time. The two sides, allies just weeks ago, now seemed implacable enemies, neither one willing to stand down in the confrontation that was looming as the sun fell on that fateful day. Gensoul was playing for time, and waiting for darkness to carry the negotiations over to another day. He was hoping the British would not make good on their threats, but in so doing he was betting against the wrong man.
Out beyond the far quays of the harbor, the British Admiral Somerville was holding station just offshore with a fleet of powerful ships in Force H. He had been sent to this place by direct order of the Prime Minister, and he too was impatiently waiting the outcome of negotiations aimed at neutralizing the French fleet and thus preventing its use by either Germany or Italy. By mid day, when it seemed the French were digging in and refusing to negotiate, Somerville ordered five Swordfish planes off the carrier Ark Royal to begin laying magnetic mines at the harbor entrance to deter the French from trying to make steam and leave. An experienced seaman, he could detect signs that they were firing up their boilers and making preparations to get underway, and he knew what he would soon be forced to do about it.
For Somerville, the assignment was most unwelcome, and it was one he had opposed in direct argument when it was first proposed. �Operation Catapult,� as it was named, seemed a distasteful and risky proposition to him. It would surely enflame the occupied French and curtail their much needed cooperation, particularly if he was forced to actually carry out the order before him now. The other side, led by the stalwart Winston Churchill, had prevailed. What if the French were allowed to retain their fleet and at some future time the Germans threatened to burn Paris unless they surrendered those ships to the Axis? It was purely hypothetical, Somerville knew, and he said as much, arguing that neither Germany nor Italy could produce enough trained sailors to even crew a third of the French fleet! But his arguments, and those of Admiral Cunningham as well, were not enough.
He read the last cable with great misgivings: �You are charged with one of the most disagreeable and difficult tasks that a British Admiral has ever been faced with, but we have complete confidence in you and rely on you to carry it out relentlessly.�
The Admiralty wanted him to settle the matter quickly, yet Somerville had a feeling of profound disquiet in his gut as he read the page. It was more than the stain of honor that would come from firing on a former ally, and more than the disheartening loss of his strongly held argument on the matter. He had the strangest feeling that his next actions would conjure up some great doom that would cascade through the ages, yet he could not see what it was. The feeling of presentiment hung like a shroud over his thoughts, and it was with great reluctance that he sent his final ultimatum to the French Admiral Gensoul: �Comply or I will be forced to sink your ships.�
Captain Holland was back on the destroyer Foxhound in short order, his eyes wet with tears as he made one final salute to the French flag. Two old allies, long comrades in arms against their mutual German enemy, were about to fire on one another.
At 5:45 pm that evening, Somerville gave the order to commence hostilities. He had three big ships with him, HMS Hood, the pride of the fleet, and two other battleships, the Resolution and Valiant. Together they turned and presented a combined broadside of twenty four 15 inch guns. Only eight French 12 inch guns could easily return fire, as their big ships were pointed the wrong way. Shore batteries would join in the action, but it would not be enough to seriously threaten the powerful British battle fleet. Ironically, when his flagship Hood opened fire, it was to be the very first time her guns had fired in anger.
Somerville watched from the bridge, a queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach as he soon saw the French ships struck by fire and steel. The smell of the cordite was bitter in his mouth when he witnessed the old battleship Bretagne capsize and sink. Dunquerque strained against her moorings until they snapped, but she had already taken hits to damage her forward guns. Only the fast battlecruiser Strasbourg was able to make steam and navigate swiftly out of the harbor mouth, carefully avoiding the mines there. She fled with a gaggle of French destroyers, making it safely to Toulon when Somerville declined to chase her.
Something had happened on that muggy July evening that he could not quite comprehend, yet Somerville, and others who took part in the action, would carry the odd feeling in the back of their heads for years thereafter. Something snapped just now, he thought. He could feel it, sense it, yet he could not see what it was. The words of Tennyson�s Locksley hall echoed in his mind as the action concluded: �Let the great world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change.�
The admiral himself considered resignation, certain he would suffer consequences for failing to pursue the Strasbourg. And afterwards, every ship that took part in the battle seemed beset with a bad luck that came to be called �the curse of Mers-el-Kebir.�
The French would have their revenge on battleship Resolution when the submarine Bevezier torpedoed her off Dakar later that year. Battleship Valiant would be struck by two bombs in May of 1941 off Crete, and then suffer further damage when she was mined and torpedoed by the Italians some months later. And the very next time the mighty Hood would fire her guns in anger, the pride of the fleet would see a cataclysmic end on the surging grey swells of the cold Atlantic. Oddly, another man named Holland would command her at that time, unrelated to the French speaking officer that had come in on Foxhound to try and prevent, quite unknowingly, a disaster that no man of that generation could ever imagine or foresee.
~ ~ ~
Paul sped up Hearst Avenue to Cyclotron Road, accelerating up the hill until he reached the hairpin turn at the lower visitor parking area. He cornered sharply around the turn, and continued up the hill to the squat blue security booth, stopping briefly to flash his facility ID. The guard recognized his white Honda and waved him through with a smile. He checked his rear view mirror as he entered, but there was no sign of the vehicle that had been following him, so he bore right onto Chu Road at the fork ahead, and within minutes he had keyed his security code and was through the last facility gate, taking the driveway down to the underground garage beneath the Arch Complex.
The Lawrence Berkeley Laboratories were just beyond the campus, up a winding way called Cyclotron Road. Born on the Berkeley campus, the facilities had grown considerably over the years, and eventually moved to the rolling green hills that overlooked the university. A host of scientific disciplines were rooted in the lab, which was a major center of research and a place where some of the most profound questions imaginable were asked, and sometimes answered, with the secret arts of Quantum Science. Things that were once thought to be impossible, even unimaginable, suddenly became odd realities. Travel in Time, long debated by physicists, was one of those unimaginable things.
The project team held forth on the old site of the venerable Bevatron complex. Built in 1953, it was once one of the world�s leading particle accelerators but was deemed seismically unsafe and completed demolition in October of 2011. As no other facility was immediately scheduled for construction there, Paul and his project team members had formed a joint private company to purchase the site and build their independent Physics Center.
The public knew it as a basic physics research lab, with a primary focus on magnetic resonance and quantum theory. A segment of the facility served those general scientific studies, with a small lecture center, a section of labs for graduate student research, extensive computer facilities and a library. But the hidden heart of the complex was deep underground, where Paul had guided the slow development of the Arch Matrix for experiments that had remained confidential and closely guarded secrets. At any given time the lab could be used for general experiments in quantum physics, and conveniently passed inspection every year in spite of the fact that its real hidden purpose dappled in the nascent art of singularity generation studies, the scientific effort to create a tiny quantum singularity. This would be called a �Black Hole� in layman�s terms, though the principles involved were much different from the massive natural phenomenon astrologers had seen in distant space.
To create the Arch it was necessary to complete the last leg of a physics problem that had never been solved�how to relate all the fundamental forces in some unified theory? Paul had begun with Loop Quantum Gravity theory, working with the Schrodinger equation and testing a number of new analogues built from Ashtekar variables and simple spin networks. Spin was in for a good many years, and Paul had a major breakthrough that eventually allowed him to create a controlled quantum singularity within a low gravity environment.
It was an arcane science bridging electro magnetism, special relativity, quantum field theory and finally quantum gravity was demonstrated to exist�and more than this�Paul discovered it could be controlled. These breakthroughs led him to experiments in space-time applications, and the Arch was quietly built to begin testing. The first object that had been successfully moved in space-time was an apple, but Paul soon found that technology had enormous new potentials where Time theory was involved.
His unique view of Time was that any given moment was simply a specific arrangement of every quantum particle that made up the universe. The particles, always in motion, created the perception of a forward progression in the flow of Time, which was really nothing more than the constant variation of those particles, morphing from one state and position to another. To be in any place, or any moment, all one had to do was find a way to tell all the particles of the universe to assume a given state or position in relationship to one another. Any reality that was ever possible could become this moment; this reality. The realization of the theory seemed impossible, however, for one could never know how to arrange each particle of the universe just as they were at a given event in history. It was challenge enough to understand even one particle of the universe�but science held that the whole of the universe had sprung from one single point. If that were true, then any possible universe might arise in the same way.
While it was impossible for humans to physically re-arrange the particles of the universe into a new pattern, a quantum singularity achieved this result effortlessly. Humans only had to tell the universe what they wanted�what shape and time to assume on the other side of the singularity. Mathematics was their voice, and the universe, being about nothing of any particular importance at any given moment, was kind enough to heed them and comply.
Yet from the first moment they eagerly spun up the Arch in Lawrence Berkeley labs the project team had been locked in a life and death struggle, engaged with two opposing forces in the future who were now using the same theory to wage war. Paul�s team had first thought they could remain stubbornly neutral, taking some moral middle ground between the two sides and striving only to preserve the history they had stored and preserved in their RAM Bank data library. But when they discovered the true scope of what the enemy was planning, and beheld the merciless nature of their designs, they decided that they had to take sides after all.
Yet their sole ally, a future group they had come to call the �Order,� had suffered a severe blow when their enemies, the Assassin cult, had managed to reverse the intervention Paul�s team made to prevent the collapse of the Cumbre Vieja volcano on the island of Palma�the very first intervention run by the Berkley Arch facility. Now Paul and his small project team found themselves manning a front line outpost, a temporal fortress from which they, and they alone, could act to defeat the enemy plan. Recent missions to the past had achieved much, but the disaster of Palma still stood as one last obstacle to be removed. They had all spent the last three days desperately trying to gather the resources they would need to continue the struggle�food and fuel becoming really urgent needs now as the nation reeled from the shock of a devastated eastern seaboard.
Paul had been out negotiating delivery of a small cache of gasoline for their emergency generators when his Golem alert cell phone call came in. �Not now,� he said aloud, opening the phone. They were tired, and hungry, and needed rest. But time would not wait on the weakness of human frailties. Something was happening in the deep recesses of the Berkeley Hills, and he had to get up there as quick as he could. Something has come unglued again, thought Paul. Someone is up in the Arch complex at this very moment, spinning up the Arch. What is it this time, he thought as he rushed up the steps from the lower parking garage, a sick queasy anxiety building in his gut again. He wondered whether he really wanted to know.

Chapter 3

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex�� Tuesday, 6:20 PM
Paul arrived moments later, somewhat bedraggled and out of breath after rushing up from the underground garage. He threw off his leather jacket and draped it over the back of a chair, reflexively running a hand through his hair to chase the wind from his locks as he did so.
�It�s crazy out there,� he said.
�Fearless leader!� Kelly greeted him.
�You�ve got the Arch up,� Paul noted. �I heard the generator down in the garage. What is it this time? And why aren�t we on city power? Hell, it took me all day to arrange a fuel shipment, and the bastards hit me for $20 per gallon. But at least I got hold of a hundred gallons, which is more than I expected to find. There isn�t a station open within ten miles of here now.�
�Wow� two grand? That�s going to put a real crimp in the budget, but thankfully, we�ll be back on the grid in a few minutes. It�s after six now, but I�m just giving it a few more minutes to be sure we don�t catch any more flack from FEMA or the local power Nazis. Don�t worry about the generator. I had ten gallons stored in a survival jug at my place and I brought that in this morning. We�re covered.� Kelly rubbed his hands with satisfaction. �But the professor here insisted I establish a Nexus Point, so I did. Feel anything coming in through the perimeter just now?�
�What? No, I didn�t notice anything unusual.� Paul was at the main consol now, settling into a chair next to Kelly. �So what�s up? My alert cell call came in just as I was finishing up this fuel delivery deal. I got over here as fast as I could. Christ I hope we don�t have to save Christendom and Columbus all over again� Do we?�
�We�ve done that,� said Maeve as she entered through the main door. �And I managed to save the three loaves of fresh baked bread I had in the oven as well before I rushed over here. So what is it this time?�
Kelly looked at Robert, then simply extended an arm, pointing at the professor where he was busy with something on a computer screen at the Golem module.
�Robert?� said Paul. �Care to tell us why we�re here?�
�Oh, he says you�ll love this one,� said Kelly with the hint of a spoiler in his voice. �But I better let our Chief Historian tell it.�
Robert looked over his shoulder at them. �Give me a second here.� He waved at them to be quiet.
�Is he monitoring variation reports?� asked Maeve.
�I have no idea what he�s monitoring,� said Kelly. �He just wanted me to fire things up and establish a Nexus.�
�Then there�s no alert?� Paul had a peeved expression on his face. �And you went up on auxiliary power?�
Kelly extended his arm yet again, pointing at Robert, unwilling to take the heat this time, and they all looked at the professor where he was still squinting at the computer monitor over his reading glasses. The silence pulled at him, and he looked over at the other three, raising his eyebrows with an obvious �I have news� in his eyes.
�What?� said Paul, still upset over the fuel situation.
�Well I�ve got him,� said Nordhausen. �And it seems he had a bone to pick.�
�Got who?�
�The man responsible for Palma this time around. His name is Kenan Tanzir in data I gathered on this altered Meridian. It took a while, even using the Arion system at UCB, but I eventually ran him down.�
Paul thought for a moment, wondering if this was going to be another Nordhausen wild goose chase. But he remembered how he had worked to convince the professor that Kelly was alive just days ago, grateful that he finally had his support, albeit grudgingly at first. He decided to return the favor and give the man the benefit of the doubt.
�Go on,� he said, wanting more information.
�It was really fairly basic,� said Robert. �I scoured everything I could find on events leading up to the eruption of Cumbre Vieja�down to the most minute and seemingly routine occurrences�news bits, blog entries, even the nonsense sites like GodlikeProductions with all their intimations of doom. Eventually I culled the search down to the last 24 hours before the eruption, and then used pattern recognition software with the Arion to isolate any oddities. My attention was drawn to that story of the Algerian air charter that overshot its approach to La Palma airport that very night, and I became convinced that it was no ordinary flight. Well, I couldn�t recall any such news, though I admit that we were a bit preoccupied that night.�
�To say the least,� said Maeve. �If I recall, you were kibitzing with Paul over whether the mission to see Shakespeare�s The Tempest was going to happen, and scheming on how to get backstage if it did.�
�Right you are, my good lady. But that said, I decided to see if we had anything on that story in the RAM Bank here, and was very surprised to find the plane was reported to have landed safely at La Palma an hour before the eruption�the incident we prevented perpetrated by Ra�id Husan al Din. Yet the history as it stands now reports that flight crashed. The Golems put me on to it. Useful little creatures, eh?�
�Golem Bank 7,� said Kelly. �The same group I called my lost sheep on the last mission. They�ve been pretty industrious these last few days.�
Maeve raised her eyebrows, immediately interested. �You�ve got my attention,� she said, waiting.
�So I got data on the passenger manifest and began checking all names against established records. In our RAM Bank data there were fourteen passengers on that flight, and they all seemed to be checking out�a few business travelers, tourists and all. But on this altered Meridian there were fifteen passengers, and the odd man out turned out to be a Mr. Kenan Tanzir, an Algerian Berber. So I immediately focused all my search efforts on him.
�A proverbial Person of Interest if ever there was one,� said Maeve.
�Exactly!� The professor�s cheeks reddened with obvious excitement. The search quickly produced conflicts between data in the altered Meridian and information we have in the RAM Bank here. Thank God for Golem 7 and the RAM Bank.�
�Well, you can thank me first,� said Kelly with a smile.
�It seems there is no Mr. Kenan Tanzir in our RAM Bank data�at least no inkling of the man as he presents himself in the altered Meridian. He was supposedly just another business passenger, a realtor actually, representing a buyer for a villa on the island. Yet in the history we know, what we want to call our Prime Meridian now, this man simply doesn�t exist�and I found out why.�
Paul swiveled his chair, directly facing the professor now, as Maeve folded her arms, waiting.
�I had to do genealogical searches, and I was vexed by the possibility that this name was merely an alias, but enough clues turned up in the data stream. I followed him backwards from the time of the flight. It originated in Oran, you see, and that evening he spent the night in Le M�ridien Oran Hotel.�
�Le M�ridien?� said Paul. �How ironic.�
�Yes, I found that amusing as well,� said Robert. �It�s a fairly new property, an elegant hotel and convention center owned by the Starwood group. Well he booked a room there, suite 911�another little twist in the gut, eh? I worked backward from that point�meals, phone calls, the works. It seems he was telephoned by a Mr. Kasim al Khafi that very night, and his data trail also had no corresponding information in our RAM Bank for the time period in question. It was as if he was a ghost.�
�You�re suggesting he was an operative from the future?� asked Maeve.
�I had my suspicions,� said Robert. �No one lives and moves through the world these days without leaving some kind of data trail. And there was nothing whatsoever on the man in the data stream the last six months or so. I thought he might be an Agent in Place, but I kept digging and that did not turn out to be the case.�
�So we apparently have two conspirators here,� said Maeve, �and neither man existed in the Meridian prior to Palma?�
�Not exactly,� said Robert. �The man who called Kenan did have a history in our RAM Bank, only it ended in November of the year 1942�with an obituary.� He let that sink in, folding his arms with some satisfaction, pleased that he finally had the undivided attention of everyone present.
�Well don�t leave us hanging,� said Paul. �You�re saying this Kasim fellow died during the war?�
�Precisely,� said Robert. �In the Meridian we come from, he dies. And the interesting thing is that he�s alive and well in the altered Meridian, and then I discover that these two men are connected by much more than apparent conspiracy. Kenan Tanzir is his son. Yes, the name was altered, probably to try and foil this sort of research, but with enough computing power it�s amazing what you can find. I�ve got a certificate of birth on this Kenan, in the city of Oran, some twenty two years ago.�
�Then he was born well after his father died!� Kelly objected. �How is that possible?�
�Yes, I immediately asked myself the same thing, and so I focused all my attention on the father after that, Kasim al Khafi, and I discovered some very interesting facts. He was an Algerian Berber, living in Oran as a younger man during the second world war. I said he had a bone to pick earlier, and this is what I meant� In July of 1940, just after France capitulated and signed an armistice with Germany, there was a question of what would happen to the powerful French fleet. It was scattered over several North African ports, but it�s nucleus under Admiral Gensoul was at the harbor of Mers-el-Kabir at Oran.
�The British commander, Admiral Somerville, received instructions to deliver an ultimatum to the French fleet to either join Britain and fight on or pursue any of a number of options to demilitarize the ships. Somerville was forced to take reluctant action, and he ordered his battle fleet, Force H, to bombard the French ships at anchor in the harbor. Needless to say it precipitated a lot of bad blood between France and England for a time, but it prevented the Germans from eventually capturing those ships.�
�So what does this have to do with this Kasim fellow?� asked Paul.
�Well he was there,� said Nordhausen quietly. �Yes, he owned a small shop near the harbor, and his home was just a few blocks away when Force H opened fire on the French fleet�and the harbor area as well. There were shore batteries there that responded to the British attack. To sum up, the man�s wife and daughter were killed in their home when a fifteen inch shell obliterated the place. And there you have it.�
�Have what?� asked Kelly. �The guy lost his wife and kid, but I don�t see the connection to Palma.�
�Patience, my good man. There�s more. You read mystery novels, do you? What we have here is motive. Kasim was justifiably embittered over the loss of his family, and he left Oran and became an Axis sympathizer. More than that, he went so far as to sign on with Rommel�s Afrika Korps as a Berber scout the following year. I dug up everything I could find on the man, and it seems he was killed in action at Bardia when Royal Navy commandos launched a raid there during Operation Crusader in November, 1942. You�ll be familiar with this history, Paul. Well, to put a fine point on it all, I did exhaustive research on that incident in our RAM Bank data. I traced down every man from officers to enlisted ranks, and again found that one man assigned to the Royal Navy Commandos was a replacement who shipped in on a steamer the previous year, in August of 1941.�
�What were you looking for?� asked Paul.
�Why, the man who killed Kasim, of course, as least as our history records it. And it seems that a squad leader by the name of William Thomason was responsible. Kasim was with a detachment of German light armored cars who were responding to the raid, and he was gunned down. The narrative indicated three German vehicles, seven men and a Berber scout were KIAs in that action. The Royal Navy Commandos ambushed the lot of them.�
�So our data shows this man Kasim dies in 1942,� said Maeve, �but the data from the altered Meridian has him telephoning his son at a hotel in Oran on the eve of the Palma attack? You�re sure it is the same man?�
�I knew you would tip toe into that,� said Robert. �I can show you at least twenty data points on that. I�ve got passports, photos, fingerprints, bank records, deposit trails�even a DNA record from his blood. It�s the same man, my good lady. Yes. That�s about the size of it. But the point is, how did he survive to make that telephone call?�
�Do go on, my friend,� said Paul.
�I thought this would interest you. Yes� If Kasim al Khafi is alive and well then it practically seals it that there was some deliberate intervention to spare his life. So I kept looking, and it gets even better.� The professor rubbed his hands together.
�Suffice it to say I wanted to immediately know something more about this Lieutenant Thomason and his background. He was late to the party, as I say, shipping out from Britain on a steamer in August of 1941. In our history his convoy makes the journey to Alexandria uneventfully. But in the altered Meridian, the world we�re living in now after Palma, the data shows that his convoy was attacked by a German surface raider, and this ship, the Prospector of Convoy OS-85, was one of four ships sunk on August 11, 1941. The raid occurred in the Atlantic, just two days sailing time from Gibraltar. There were twenty-seven survivors, but Thomason went down with the ship.�
�So he never reaches Alexandria,� said Maeve.
�Quite the case,� said Robert. �And he never leads that squad of Royal Marine Commandos to lay in ambush for the Germans during the Bardia raid. In short, he never kills our Berber scout, who goes on to lead a humdrum life, excepting one small contribution to the world. He has a son, mother entirely unknown, but the son�s name is Kenan Tanzir, our fifteenth passenger on that charter flight that crashed just before Palma blew its top, undoubtedly with a little help again this time. And I think I know exactly how he did it.�
The room was completely silent, and the professor just smiled.

Part II
Out to Sea

�There is a tide in the affairs of men, Which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune. Omitted, all the voyage of their life is bound in shallows and in miseries. On such a full sea are we now afloat. And we must take the current when it serves, or lose our ventures.� 
�William Shakespeare
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Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex�� Tuesday, 6:30 PM
�He pulled a D.B. Cooper!� said Nordhausen. �I got hold of a tape from an air traffic control tower in Tenerif North Airport on Santa Cruz. It was well inland and protected from the backwash from Palma at an elevation of at least 200 meters. Now the tape reveals that there was an incident on the plane�a possible hijacking attempt. The tape was somewhat chaotic but the words Allahu Akbar were fairly distinct. Then a passenger shouts out the words: �he jumped!� They think it�s a suicide attempt� until there�s an obvious sound of something exploding. And no one on that plane thinks or says anything more. All fourteen passengers were killed in the crash. The plane overflew the airport and slammed right into the side of Cumbre Vieja. An hour later the entire mountain blows up and this little tidbit of news was fairly well lost, utterly irrelevant given the destruction that followed.�
�He pulled a D.B. Cooper?� said Kelly. �Oh, yes, I remember now. He�s the guy that hijacked a 727 and extorted a couple hundred grand from the airline before bailing out over the Cascades in the Pacific Northwest.�
�Exactly,� said Robert. �He bailed out. Passenger number fifteen, a man that doesn�t exist in the time line before Palma, is now the sole survivor of this plane crash, and most likely responsible for it in the first place.�
�You�re not suggesting the plane set off the volcano,� said Maeve.
�No, I don�t think a small plane like that would make much impression on the mountain. We all know it took a nuke to get Cumbre Vieja to blow, and indications are plain in the news we have now that this second attempt was not a natural event either. My guess is that they still managed to get a warhead in place, and that this man, Kenan Tanzir, was the man who set off the operation. Who knows, perhaps he had a suitcase nuke with him when he jumped.�
�I doubt that,� said Maeve. �Try getting through airport security now with a bottle of shampoo. No, he was definitely not carrying a suitcase nuke.�
�Then he must have linked up with someone on the ground,� Kelly suggested.
�The plot thickens,� said Maeve. �Yes, a man shouting Allahu Akbar and jumping off a plane an hour before Palma is certainly suspicious, but there�s a lot of haze here still.�
�I knew you would object,� said Robert. �I�ve got more�records of equipment purchased two weeks earlier, including a small emergency parachute, a compass, a map. The Arion system was amazing in its ability to ferret out these details.�
�Well,� said Kelly, �if it stinks it must be fish. This guy Kasim is pissed at the Brits when they killed his wife and kid. He joins the other side and was supposed to get killed in 1942, but the man who kills him never arrives in theater, and so he goes on to have a little bastard who ends up blowing up Cumbre Vieja. Man, are we ever having fits with illegitimate sons these days. Three days ago it was Charles Martel, now this.�
Paul was the only one who had not spoken, and the professor could see he seemed deep in thought about something. �Paul?� he said, the question obvious in his voice.
Paul folded his arms. �Just one thing,� he began. �This convoy you mention that is attacked on August 11, 1941� That was the date, correct?�
�Right you are,� said Robert.
�Well there were no German surface raiders operating in the Atlantic in August of 1941. They were all holed up at the port of Brest on the French coast. The battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were both there undergoing repairs, as well as the cruiser Prince Eugen and a number of U-boats. The British were bombing them constantly, without much success, but they managed to keep them bottled up there until the spring of 1942 when they made what was called �the channel dash� and high tailed it through the English Channel back to German waters.�
�That they did,� said Nordhausen, �In the history you are obviously so very familiar with. But the Arion system now says the Germans mounted a sortie with a single raider on August 9, 1941 and this ship caught Convoy OS-85 two days later, sinking four vessels. I realize it�s been a very chaotic time these last days. We�ve run two major missions to try and unhinge the Assassin operations, and we�ve stopped the worst of them. That business aimed at the Battle of Tours was the right cross, as you said Paul. But we have only just managed to get our wits about us, and a little food, fuel and sleep. Who�s had time to have a look at the history these days after Palma? We�ve all been so damn busy�well I had a look. I wanted to see what the bastards were up to and I found something, by God.�
�Then the altered history has one of the German ships in Brest at sea as early as August, 1941?� Paul was still not convinced. �How would Palma have changed that? For that matter, how would the Assassins manage to influence that history? Trying to accelerate the repairs on those ships in dry dock would be like trying to herd cats. Which ship was it, Scharnhorst or Gneisenau? I find it hard to believe they could have had either vessel ready for operations that quickly.�
�It was neither,� said the professor. �In point of fact, if we can call anything a fact these days with all this Time travel business mucking up the history, both those ships were actually run off to the port at La Pallice, to make room for another ship.�
�Prince Eugen?� said Paul. �She limped into port with engine problems around that time, but that�s just a cruiser. They would have had no trouble berthing her there with the other two battlecruisers.�
�Prince Eugen arrives in early June of 1941,� said Robert looking at his notes. �But there was another guest already there before her. The ship I am speaking of was called the Bismarck.�
Paul couldn�t believe what he was hearing. �Bismarck? That ship was sunk by the Royal Navy in late May of 1941! I�ve studied that battle many times. Hell, I grew up reading Shirer�s and Forester�s books on the battle and watching the movie �Sink the Bismarck� over and over. I�ve war gamed it many times as well.�
�Well they did sink the Bismarck, eventually,� said Robert. �But not on her first sortie�not in the famous sea chase you are referring to in May. I�m afraid she made it safely into Brest and took up a berth there to make minor repairs before launching another attack on British shipping in August. They covered her with camo-nets and the RAF missed her during several bombing raids. She put to sea a few weeks later and hit Convoy OS-85, then sped out to the Atlantic. In fact, she was spotted briefly by British coast watchers on the Island of Palma as she made good her escape. Gave the Royal Navy fits for a time, but they eventually brought her to heel when she tried to reverse her course and head back to Germany via the Denmark Strait. There was another big battle there, and this time Bismarck was finally sunk.�
�Wow!� It was all Paul could say for the moment. He shook his head, feeling a strange unease. The professor was correct. Nothing was safe now. Even the old war stories he had cherished as a boy were all on the chopping block. �Do you realize what this means?� he said at last.
�It means we�ve got work to do here,� said Robert. �Which is why I rushed over here the moment these thoughts began to coalesce to some conclusion in my mind. I was afraid of that certainty factor you talked about on the last mission, that tunnel thing.�
�You mean Absolute Certainty?�
�That was it,� said Robert. �Yes, I was afraid that once I figured out who the perpetrator was this time around, the other side would get wind of it, because I was damn well determined to do something about it, so I wanted to get inside a safe Nexus Point before I brought you all in on this research and firmed this up.�
�Good man,� said Maeve.
�Yes,� Paul agreed. �Forget the fuel situation, you did exactly the right thing, Robert. But you realize that fingering this Kenan Tanzir is just one end of the stick. Now we have to find out how they could possibly have constructed this scenario, because if what you are saying holds water, then the Pushpoint lies somewhere in that initial sortie by the Bismarck. For the life of me I can�t see how they would be able to determine that saving Bismarck in May would mean she would attack this particular convoy in August and end up killing this otherwise insignificant Berber scout who fathers our newest terrorist, Kenan. It�s mind boggling! Why not just go back and kill this Thomason instead?�
The professor said nothing to that, and they sat with it for a time, each realizing that they were all probably locked into another dangerous and confounding mission here. They knew the operation to try and reverse Palma again was definitely on the radar screen but, coming on the heels of that last daunting journey to the 8th century, the prospect of yet another perplexing Time jump weighed heavily on them now.
�Well,� Maeve said quietly. �It certainly has all the hallmarks of a typical intervention. I understand what you are saying, Paul, but we don�t have to uncover the whole of their operation to reverse this again. Bottom line, all we have to do is make sure this Lieutenant Thomason gets to Alexandria safely.�
�Which means we have to make sure the Bismarck never reaches Brest safely first,� said Paul. �That�s a tall order, particularly given the complexities of the interventions we�ve already uncovered.�
�Why do we have to mess with the battleship?� asked Maeve. �Can�t we just divert the convoy somehow�move it safely out of harm�s way?�
�We could try that,� said Paul, �but we have no guarantee that Bismarck would not still find it and sink this ship. It would be a throw of the dice. Removing Bismarck is definitely more decisive. And remember, Bismarck is not supposed to even be afloat, so it�s clear their operations focused on that campaign if she is. We also have to consider a possible counter operation.�
Maeve wasn�t convinced. �We could arrange for Thomason to receive new orders and go by some other route then. It won�t matter what the Bismarck does in that event.�
�You�re telling me that we�ve got this blatant deviation in the history and you want to ignore it? Thomason wasn�t the only man who dies when that convoy gets attacked. There�s a string of lives cut short. What was it? Four ships are sunk, and none of the ancestors of the men who went down on them were born either. That might cause damage that could go exponential in just a few generations, and who knows what kind of havoc it wreaks on the continuum in future years, even if we can see no ill effects now.�
�Other than Palma,� Robert put in. �That�s one hell of an ill effect, eh?
�These people are a devious bunch, I�ll give you that,� said Maeve. �They ran this right under our noses while Robert and I were off to find the Rosetta Stone. In fact, I think they were working this up even as far back as that little fishing expedition you and Robert took to recover the Ammonite fossil. That�s when Robert first discovered they were using the scroll rubbings and the hieroglyphics to send messages through Time. We get back from our trek to Egypt and find all hell has broken loose, and that it was all part of this major operation�the Rosetta Stone, Palma, and Tours�all a unified plan.�
�Right,� said Paul. �We had to make all those shifts into Egypt, then three time shifts to counter the consequences of their intervention at the Battle of Tours, but it seems the job is still not done. I�m starting to feel like I�m plugging leaks in a dike here. Yet now we see the true breadth and scope of what they actually planned. They hit the Rosetta stone, replacing it with a stela containing instructions concerning the battle of Tours. That may have been happenstance, but it sure rubbed our nose in it, yes?�
�And thankfully so,� said Robert. �They didn�t count on my ability to read the hieroglyphics!�
�Thank god for that,� said Paul. �Well that was just a cover operation. The real one-two punch was reversing Palma to knock the Order back on its heels in the future, so they could then launch the attack on Charles Martel. They may have underestimated our capabilities here. But let�s face it, we were fortunate to stop the worst of this so far, and now we have to finish the job.�
�At least we don�t have to save all of Christendom and Columbus again, as you worried when you first came in here,� said Robert. �But we must do something about Palma. Otherwise we�re all living on proverbial borrowed Time here. We�ve only just managed to lay in a small store of food and fuel, and get some much needed rest. But how long do you think the city is going to remain stable here? Supplies are already scarce as hen�s teeth. The next time we go out for petrol we may very well come back empty handed. And the power is going to go down, one day or another. Then we�re pretty much off line�useless�and the other side has free rein to do whatever they please. In fact, I think they are counting on exactly that happening to us. They don�t see us as a threat now after Palma. Founding Fathers or not they�ll make short work of us, mark my words. So it�s now or never. Yes, we�ve got to finish the job here.�
Paul nodded his head. �Look who�s rallying the troops this time!� he said. �Yet everything you say is true.�
�Golem time!� said Kelly. �You�ve been on that station for an hour now, Robert. What do our little friends say about it?�
�Paul was correct about the amazing scope of their plan,� said the professor. �I was worried we would have multiple interventions to cope with here as well, but the variations don�t start to crop up until the spring of 1941. Everything before that is clean�no variations at all since we beat them at Tours. That helped me hone in on important events in the history, and the Arion system did a lot of work for me. Everything led me back along the breadcrumb trail from Kenan Tanzir at the Le M�ridien Hotel in Oran. You pull on a string and you never quite know where it will lead you. In this case I pulled on a thread in this man�s suit and I end up in the North Atlantic ocean, in May of 1941! This is where they�re operating, Maeve.��
�With the battleship Bismarck,� Paul said with a smile, the light of battle glimmering in his eyes now. �Oh, my. This mission is going to be fun. Let�s get started, people!�

Chapter 5

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex�� Tuesday, 7:00 PM
�It was a campaign literally rife with Pushpoints,� said Paul. �In fact, my studies of the second world war uncovered many similar incidents�little moments, quirks of fate we call them, that ended up having major ramifications on the outcome of events. It led me to my whole theory of Pushpoints being these small things, utterly insignificant if taken on their own, but with enormous power to lever events that were massing all around them with this huge buildup of temporal kinetic energy. Well, this campaign has a number of moments like that. Happenstance, errors of judgment, mistakes, and just plain sheer luck as well. Bismarck should have made it safely back to a French port in my opinion, and I can tell you why she didn�t.�
�Wasn�t there a big naval battle in this campaign?� asked Kelly.
�Two of them,� said Paul. �Bismarck had completed trials and was ready to attempt a breakout into the North Atlantic. She teamed up with a smaller ship, the cruiser Prince Eugen, and they made a run through the Denmark Strait between Iceland and the U.K. The British were stretched pretty thin, but they managed to post some screening forces on all possible routes the Bismarck might take. In this case they had a pair of cruisers with radar in the Denmark Strait, Norfolk and Suffolk. These two ships spotted the Germans and began shadowing them at a respectful distance, for even taken together they would be no match for the larger German battleship. The fact that Prince Eugen was along made the German task force an even more potent threat.�
�So where are these Pushpoints you mentioned? asked Robert.
�All over the place. It was as if this was a seismic fracture zone in the Meridian held together by these smaller events. The first was a decision by the German Admiral L�tjens concerning his fuel situation. Bismarck was already some 200 tons light due to a faulty fuel hose. Prince Eugen also needed to refuel, so they stopped at Bergen, though L�tjens elected not to refuel Bismarck, and further, not to rendezvous with an oiler as planned to take on auxiliary fuel later. That choice was to have an important bearing on the outcome of the mission. The refueling stop itself also put the British on to them when they were spotted there at Bergen, so it was a bad move on two counts.
�Next up we get an odd failure with Bismarck�s main radar. There were a few instances where the Germans tried to shake off the shadowing British cruisers, so they would turn and engage them. During one of these instances, concussion from Bismarck�s main fifteen inch guns damaged her radar, and because of this the two ships reversed their sailing order, with Prince Eugen in the lead.�
�Bismarck had been leading earlier?� asked Kelly.
�Yes,� Paul confirmed. �She was the principle unit involved and headquarters for Admiral L�tjens. So this little Pushpoint on the radar failure saw the ships changing position. That doesn�t sound like much but a few hours later it was to have a major effect on the campaign. The British had dispatched two battleships to try and intercept Bismarck. One was HMS Hood, the pride of the fleet and the terror of all the German war games when they simulated maneuvers prior to this battle. Admiral Holland commanded her as his flagship. She had eight fifteen inch guns, same as Bismarck, and she was accompanied by the latest addition to the British fleet, HMS Prince of Wales. That ship had ten fourteen inch guns, though being new she had teething troubles. Even put out to sea with dockyard workers aboard to screw down the loose bolts.�
�So the odds were building up in favor of the British,� said Robert. �They had two cruisers behind the Germans, and now two battleships vectoring in on them as well.�
�Exactly,� said Paul. �Well, the engagement that soon followed was the now famous Battle of the Denmark Strait. The two German ships engaged the two British battleships. The cruisers Norfolk and Suffolk were still shadowing but not yet in firing range. Now here�s what I meant about that radar fluke�. Spotting the Germans in the grey dawn, the British assumed that Bismarck was in the lead, just as the command ship Hood was leading the way in the British task force.�
�But couldn�t they tell the difference between a battleship and a cruiser?� asked Kelly.
�One might think so, given the experience of the men involved. But the two ship silhouettes looked very much alike, and with Prince Eugen leading she was much closer, so her silhouette appeared to be about the same size as Bismarck�s. Admiral Holland gave the order to fire on the lead ship, assuming it was Bismarck. See how this house of cards is stacking up? That radar glitch meant that Holland had selected the wrong target, as Bismarck was naturally the greater threat. But he was opening fire on Prince Eugen instead.�
�I see what you mean,� said Maeve.
�It goes on and on,� said Paul. �Thankfully, Prince of Wales realized the error and her captain decided to disobey Admiral Holland�s order and fired on Bismarck. But Hood was still targeting the smaller German cruiser throughout the battle. They never redirected fire.�
�So now we get one spotting error balanced out by one man�s choice to disobey his orders here,� said the professor.
�Yes,� said Paul. �The captain of Prince Eugen also should have fallen off to the leeward side and let Bismarck take the lead in the battle. This was standard procedure for a cruiser in this sort of engagement, but for some reason, he elected to keep station in the lead. So his ship ended up dividing the available British firepower between both German targets. Then Admiral Holland divided it further by turning at a steeper angle to try and close the distance between the two sides faster. Hood was an older ship, built in 1918, and she did not have much in the way of deck armor. This made her vulnerable to the plunging fire she would receive from Bismarck at longer ranges. Holland figured that if he closed range the angle of the arc on incoming enemy shells would be shallower, striking her side armor if Hood was hit. In the end his tactic was a textbook Royal Navy maneuver, but the result of the battle underscored the weakness of his deck armor. That said, this more direct approach weakened his firepower further, as his aft turrets could not engage effectively.�
�So the British advantage in big guns was rapidly diminishing,� said Robert. �Oh, I remember this now! The Hood blows up!�
�She does indeed,� Paul confirmed. �She was struck amidships by one of Bismarck�s big shells, and it went right through that wooden deck and ignited her main magazine. The resulting explosion broke her in two and she sunk within minutes, taking all but three survivors to a proverbial watery grave.�
�So Admiral Holland had the right idea, but couldn�t close the range before Hood suffered this fatal hit.� said Maeve.
�Now the odds shift dramatically to the Germans,� said Kelly.
�Right,� Paul went on. �After a moment of proverbial shock and awe, the Prince of Wales was also hit and decided discretion was the better part of valor here. She began to make smoke and turned away, but she did manage to score a hit on Bismarck as she disengaged. Amazingly, the shell penetrated one of the battleship�s fuel bunkers, contaminating it with seawater. It wasn�t a serious hit, but it cost L�tjens 200 more tons of fuel, and now his earlier decisions not to refuel at Bergen, or rendezvous with that oiler, become serious matters. He realized that he did not now have the fuel to make a successful sortie into the North Atlantic convoy zones, so after transiting the Denmark Strait, he decided to turn east and head for the safety of a French port.�
�I see what you mean,� said Maeve. �Bad choices, mistaken identity, a fluky fuel hose, lucky hits on both sides��
�And that damn radar thing,� said Kelly.
�And I note that HMS Hood was the same ship that bombarded the port of Oran earlier. Correct?�
�I thought you�d note that little detail,� said Paul. �Yes, HMS Hood led Force H, and she was commanded by then Admiral Somerville at the time, with Captain Ralph Kerr. Somerville is also commander of Force H during the campaign against Bismarck, though Hood had been detached by then.�
�There�s no way we could ever know, but what if it was a shell from Hood that fell on Kasim�s house in Oran and killed his wife and daughter?�
�It has that spooky echo of rhyming history about it,� said Robert. �Are you suggesting that the Assassins had a hand in the outcome of this battle�that Hood�s loss was arranged for vengeance?�
�That would be hard to do,� said Maeve, �but the fact is, in a very quirky engagement rife with all these Pushpoints, the ship that led the attack on the French fleet goes down big time.�
They digested that for a moment, but no one could yet see any clear connection between the events at Oran in 1940 and this engagement the following year. As chilling as it seemed, they did not believe in curses.
�Let�s let that sleeping hound of paradox lie for now,� said Paul. �There�s more suspicious activity later in this campaign to consider. The British were shocked by the loss of the Hood, but true to form they just buckled down and pulled out all the stops to vector in more assets. Force H was still operating out of Gibraltar, so they brought that north with some cruisers, destroyers and the carrier Ark Royal. Then they still had King George V off to the southwest with another big lumbering battleship that was pulled off convoy escort duty, the HMS Rodney. She wasn�t fast enough to match Bismarck, but she did have big sixteen inch guns. If the British could team up those ships they could again get a fairly good advantage over the two German ships with any help from the lighter vessels they had at their disposal.�
�But wasn�t Bismarck alone when she was finally sunk,� asked Kelly, �at least in our history?�
�She was,� said Paul. �Admiral L�tjens made another questionable decision. Unwilling to accept that his convoy raiding operation was stopped, he decided to split his force and send the Prince Eugen on her way to raid convoys alone while he turned back for France. I suppose he reasoned that this would also divide the British assets, but in this case I think it was a stupid decision. The British usually had at least two cruisers or a battleship with every convoy. Prince Eugen could not prove a very serious threat against that defense. In fact, a cruiser raider had standing orders only to attack targets where she could expect no significant opposition. So L�tjens was after sour grapes, and all he did was weaken his task force and make each lone ship more vulnerable. Nonetheless, he turned Bismarck back to threaten Norfolk and Suffolk and covered the escape of Prince Eugen. Now the German Battleship was alone. He shook off the two cruisers shortly after that, and here�s another quirk, he did not even realize he had done so!�
�Well he already had a fairly significant victory here,� said Robert.
�True,� Paul agreed. �But that made him careless. He sent a 30 minute radio signal to Germany to crow about his victory, and the British were able to use radio detection gear to re-locate his ship.�
�Get your laurels while you can,� said Maeve. �He was probably trying to also justify his decision to return to France.�
�That�s very likely,� said Paul. �Now, here�s where we get another big Pushpoint. As Bismarck steams east to Brest, she is well ahead of the pursuing British battleships, perhaps by 150 miles or so. But that annoying hit on her oil bunker slows her down again when the Brits launch a torpedo attack from one of their carriers.�
�Well hell,� said Kelly. �A carrier should be able to blast that ship out of the water.�
�These were not like the US carriers you may be familiar with from the Pacific theater,� said Paul. They might be no more than smaller escort carriers by comparison, and they were flying fairly rickety old by-planes, the main torpedo bomber being called the Swordfish. These looked more like older World War One planes, with linen canvas siding. They were still a threat, but far less capable than the planes flying from American carriers in the Pacific. Yet, in the end, it was one of these old Swordfish that sealed Bismarck�s fate. There were two Pushpoints stacked one on top of another for that to happen.�
�Two Pushpoints?�
�Right,� said Paul. �The first was another case of mistaken identity. When Force H headed north from Gibraltar the task force actually found itself north of Bismarck�s course to Brest. The hunt began, and this force detached a cruiser, HMS Sheffield, to steam ahead and see if it could find the German ship to the south, with orders to shadow her if she did so. Bismarck was spotted and the carrier Ark Royal launched fifteen Swordfish to go after her with torpedoes. As they approached they were saw a ship below, steaming alone, and thinking it must be Bismarck, they swooped in to attack�but it was Sheffield.�
�They couldn�t recognize their own damn ship?� said Robert.
�Well Admiral Somerville, the Commander of Force H, had ordered Sheffield to close and shadow Bismarck. He informed Ark Royal, but when the coded message came in it was set aside in a pile of signals awaiting translation. The pilots were briefed before takeoff and told the Bismarck was the only ship in the area. By the time the message was de-coded and sent down to the flight deck the Swordfish were already in the air. Ark Royal eventually signaled �look out for Sheffield,� and they sent it out in clear uncoded English, but the strike flight didn�t receive it until after they had already made their attack on the British cruiser.�
�Damn!� said Kelly. �Another case of mistaken identity. Just like that stuff that happened in the battle of Midway. Ever read Miracle at Midway?�
�Sure,� said Paul. �And this was another little miracle right here. The Swordfish come in on attack. Sheffield holds her fire and tries to maneuver. As fortune had it, she was not hit, and a good number of the torpedoes exploded on contact with the water. Others exploded simply by encountering Sheffield�s wake. It appears they had been fitted with quirky magnetic detonators, called �pistols� back then, and when the planes got back to the carrier the pilots reported the misfires, so the British decided to re-arm with older contact pistols for a second go at Bismarck. If these planes had found the German ship instead of Sheffield, it is likely their attack would have failed. But this second spotting error now meant they would be carrying more reliable torpedoes, dramatically increasing their odds of success.�
Maeve nodded gravely, amazed by the way all these small events were holding the tapestry of the whole campaign together. �So we get a bushel of stuff here,� she said�a message delayed ever so briefly results in a second case of mistaken ship identity, and then these quirky magnetic detonators.�
Nordhausen was reading something from his notes and he made as if to say something, but Paul went on with his story. �That�s the first Pushpoint cluster,� he said. �And actually, I think it is the most decisive lever on these events. This incident with Sheffield was essential to the action that followed.�
�I was going to say��
�Now the second Pushpoint is in the final attack on Bismarck by these Swordfish.� Paul cut the professor off, eager to finish his tale. �They re-arm and another flight takes off. This time they have orders to first find Sheffield again, then follow her heading to locate the Bismarck. This they do, coming upon the German ship to make this last, desperate attempt to stop her so the pursuing British Battleships can catch up. Using the more reliable contact detonators, they score a couple hits. One strikes Bismarck amidships on her heavy belt armor and does little damage, but the second is a proverbial lucky shot that decides everything. It strikes Bismarck astern, damaging her rudder as she was turning to avoid it. In fact, if Bismarck had just maintained course this torpedo would have probably struck her side armor as well and done far less damage. But as it happened, Bismarck turned, and that sent the torpedo right into her rudder. It also damaged a propeller there. Her speed was immediately reduced and she was unable to steer. The mighty Bismarck was now simply steaming in circles with a jammed rudder.�
�And the rest is history,� said Kelly.
�Yes,� said Paul. �The British harass her with destroyers all night, and the following morning the British show up with two battleships King George V, and Rodney, and an number of smaller ships. They were too much for the exhausted crew of the Bismarck to contend with. She was hit several times, and after losing all her main guns to battle damage, the Germans scuttled her. The British thought they had finished her off with torpedoes from their cruisers and destroyers, but James Cameron took an ROV down to the wreck and discovered that none of those hits caused internal flooding damage.�
Robert cleared his throat to get attention at last. �Well I hate to break it to you,� he said �but in the data I harvested with the Arion system there is no case of mistaken identity concerning the Sheffield.� He was confirming the data on the history module even as Paul finished.
The others looked at him, and Paul raised his eyebrows. His gut assumption had been correct, and the professor went on, confirming his suspicions.
�Yes,� said Robert. �That first flight never attacks Sheffield in the altered history. They go right on to strike Bismarck instead. And just as you have indicated most of the torpedoes misfire and they score only one insignificant hit. The German ship shrugs it off and steams on for Brest. By the time the Swordfish get back to the carrier and rearm the worsening weather and darkness force them to call off a second strike. Bismarck escapes.�
�And she lays up for repairs at Brest to sortie out six weeks later,� said Maeve.
�Where she sinks the Prospector in Convoy OS-85 bound for Alexandria,� said Kelly. �Taking Lieutenant Thomason to the bottom of the sea.�
�And so one Kasim al Khafi survives his stint with the Afrika Korps and lives on to sire an illegitimate son who takes down the flank of Cumbre Vieja on Palma and the world we know changes forever.� He put his hands in his pocket, fingering his key ring as he often did when thinking. �I think we found our mission,� he said calmly. �It�s just that I�m not exactly sure how we can put things back the way they were. Sinking the Bismarck, as we have seen, is no small matter.�

Chapter 6

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex�� Tuesday, 7:20 PM
�What happened to Sheffield?� said Paul. �That seems to be the key question now.�
�There are only a few possibilities,� said Maeve. �Either she doesn�t get sent to shadow the Bismarck by Somerville, or the planes get that message decoded before they attack her.�
�Somerville may be a Prime,� said Paul. �An officer of his rank made too many key decisions to try and meddle with him. His choice to dispatch Sheffield was wise and probably not something anyone could talk him out of, unless there was a pressing need for the ship to be elsewhere.�
�Nothing that I noted in the history,� said Nordhausen.
�Are you checking everything? All the books on the subject and the web sites as well?�
�Shirer, Forester, Kennedy, the lot of them,� said the professor. And I�ve got a search programmed for the web sites, both German and British sources. They just don�t mention much about Sheffield. There was no threat to Force H either, as far as I can see.�
�That�s very odd,� said Paul, quite troubled now.
�OK,� said Maeve, �if we leave Somerville alone then we�re probably looking farther down the pecking order on Ark Royal.�
�The radio room,� said Paul. �There was a lot of message traffic, and the message informing Ark Royal that Sheffield was going hunting was set aside for a time. There�s several sources on that. See if you can find anything on it, Robert.�
�That does sound like a good intervention point,� Maeve agreed. �You would just want to get that message to the top of the stack�just a shuffling of paper in the radio room.�
�Yet there would be no guarantee that the decoders would act on it,� said Paul. �They could pick it up, note it as being of a routine nature, and then just set it aside if there were more urgent messages�spotting reports or changes in ship position for example.�
�What about that message that was broadcast in the clear,� said Maeve. �Look out for Sheffield! If it were to be sent out a few minutes earlier, then the planes may have been forewarned.�
�That sounds promising as well,� said Paul. �It would mean someone would have to have access to the radio room, on one ship or another.�
�What, just waltz right in to an obviously busy radio room and say, excuse me gentlemen but I�ve got to make an unauthorized transmission�in the clear, uncoded, if you please.�
�Well, that�s about what happened. As I recall it the decision was made by the captain of Ark Royal, however. So it wasn�t an unauthorized message, but it was sent out rather frantically when they realized the potential for mishap.�
�Captain Maund,� said Robert, working up data from the RAM Bank. �And he wasn�t informed of the message from Somerville concerning Sheffield until an hour after the planes had already taken off.�
�So that gives someone an hour,� thought Paul. �If that message was translated any time in that hour and reached Maund, then the planes could have been forewarned. Failing that, it�s possible someone just sent the message, bypassing that whole scenario and event chain entirely. An operative might be able to pull it off. All they would need is a sufficiently powerful radio. It wouldn�t even have to be aboard Ark Royal�could have come from any ship in the task force. Let�s nail down exactly what ships were still steaming with Force H, can you dig that up, Robert?�
�I�m on it.�
�And see what you can find out about that warning message as well. It should be easy enough to find.�
�OK,� said Maeve. �Let�s say they had a man aboard one of the other ships and broadcast it that way.�
�It wouldn�t be hard to act that out. You just go rushing into the radio room waving a piece of paper and say you�ve got orders to get this off in the clear, right away.�
�Yes, and now we have a guessing game on our hands here,� said Maeve. �Which ship? And what about the possibility the message was sent from land? With a sufficiently powerful set they might have pulled it off that way as well, and that pretty much makes it impossible for us to intervene here at this point on the Meridian. How do we find where this radio is?�
�Radio detection equipment,� said Kelly.
�I doubt they�ll be doing rehearsals,� said Maeve, her point obvious.
Paul shrugged. �This is getting a bit slippery, isn�t it? We can see that it is very easy to intervene here in Bismarck�s favor, by either simply shuffling paper, as Maeve suggested, or by simply broadcasting the warning about Sheffield. But it�s not easy to counter-operate against that at all. Putting this genie back in the bottle may be very difficult.�
�Well don�t bother with the message,� said Robert as he leaned in at his computer screen. �I�m not turning up anything about this cruiser. I searched for that phrase�Look out for Sheffield�and here�s what I get:
�A photo of Mt. Roland from a lookout at Sheffield� The city. Then Sheffield Lake Detective asks public to look out for elderly relatives� Then a production company at Sheffield University is on the lookout for a sexy male to play a role in a play� Then a bit about a place called Sheffield Lookout Tower, and after that a bunch of drivel about the baseball player Gary Sheffield speaking his mind and we are warned to �look out!��
�But there must be something,� said Paul. �That warning is now a noted part of British naval history.�
�Sure, there�s nine million possible documents with those keywords in them. But we�ll need an Arion system to check them all unless you want me to sit here for the next year or so.� The professor�s point was obvious.
�Then refine your search. Add in the keyword Bismarck,� Paul suggested. �That should narrow down your returns.�
Robert reconfigured his search, but still turned up nothing more than a page after page of unrelated documents. Paul became very worried now. He had counted on the rich documentation of this history to provide him with fertile field of possible Pushpoints, just as he had been able to lay them all out in the Bismarck campaign. But now something had been levered loose from the Meridian and the history was spinning away into realms unknown. He scratched his head, looking at Maeve and then deciding something.
�Look up Sheffield,� he said. �Kelly, can you get some Golems on this too? We need to understand why she wasn�t attacked�why this famous warning was never sent. Start with Royal Navy Ship�s logs. There are day by day entries in several on-line databases. There�s got to be a Pushpoint in there somewhere that we have yet to see. How about doing some comparison studies between our RAM Bank data and Golem searches. We should be able to run down some variations on this in no time.�
The Golems proved to be an enormous help. They were soon able to return the entire history of HMS Sheffield, and Kelly began to read the broad strokes and set up variation search algorithms while Paul and Maeve discussed possibilities.
�I still like my paper shuffle,� she said. �If the message gets translated then it�s very likely that the flight crews could have been briefed about Sheffield being on station before they took off. In that event there would have been no famous warning sent out in the clear like that, which would account for the lack of search results.�
�You may be correct,� said Paul, willing to admit the possibility now that he had dismissed earlier. �It still seems a bit weak to me, however. How could they guarantee it would be acted upon?�
�Hey, look here, Sheffield�s out there as well. Better get this down to the air room briefing!� Maeve acted it out for him, and Paul raised his eyebrows, admitting the possibility now that it was presented in terms he could better imagine.
Robert chimed in with some new information. �I�ve got some RAM Bank data on Sheffield,� he said. �She had been operating with Cruiser Squadron 18, seeing most of her service in the waters north of the U.K. in 1940. Then she was detached to Force H at Gibraltar, and in April of 1941, the month preceding the Bismarck operation, she had been part of the screening forces for supply runs out to Malta. They were ferrying in Hurricane fighter planes using the carriers Furious and Ark Royal. The Sheffield was steaming with that group.�
�Any references to combat action?� Asked Paul. He was worried something may have happened to the ship before her crucial service in the Bismarck campaign.
�At one point they are attacked by 21 Italian bombers� That�s on May 10th. The Italians claim they damaged a cruiser, but the British sources say it was destroyer Fortune, badly damaged by a near miss. There is no further reference to any damage to Sheffield in these records.�
At that moment Kelly looked over his shoulder at them, a serious expression on his face. �Hold your horses,� he said, adjusting the fit of his Giant�s baseball cap. �I hate to disappoint you all but I can tell you why no attack was made on that cruiser.� He immediately had everyone�s undivided attention.
�Golem�s are starting to feed variation data to the module now, but early returns are pretty clear. Sheffield wasn�t attacked because she wasn�t on station shadowing Bismarck.�
�What?� Paul seemed genuinely upset. �Not there?�
�Nope,� You asked for a list of all ships operating with Force H out of Gibraltar earlier, and I set that search up a few minutes ago. Here�s the list: Battlecruisers Renown and Repulse, aircraft carrier Ark Royal, and destroyers Faulknor, Forester, Foresight, Foxhound, Fury, and Hesperus departed Gibraltar May 24th at 0200 hours to intercept Bismarck. Over the next 12 hours most of the destroyers returned to Gibraltar due to high seas and to refuel as well. So Sheffield was technically part of the task force, but I find no reference to her shadowing Bismarck.�
�This is from the Golems? Then it�s from the altered Meridian, the one we�re on now,� said Paul, miffed that someone had been mucking about in his cherished naval history. �Then Sheffield never even sailed with Force H?�
�Apparently not,� said Kelly. �But they did have another cruiser at hand. It came up from the south�light cruiser Edinburgh, patrolling near the Azores and looking for German blockade runners�ordered to close on the German battleship Bismarck�s last known location. She was the ship detailed to shadow Bismarck, not Sheffield.�
�The Azores?� Paul thought for a moment. �That was southwest of where this incident occurs. If this is the case, then Edinburgh would be arriving on station from a different direction, and be in an entirely different position! No wonder there was no warning about Sheffield. She wasn�t there, and Edinburgh was not on the flight path the Swordfish took to make their attack that evening.�
�So that�s why the planes go right in to strike Bismarck, as Robert said earlier,� Maeve put in. �And they had those fluky torpedo detonators.�
�The magnetic pistols,� said Paul, more to himself than Maeve. He was deep in thought now. The whole scenario has suddenly slipped from his grasp. The history he had been so comfortably navigating, remember it all from boyhood stories, movies, long hours of war gaming, was now a wild sea of doubt and confusion. Nothing was certain, and the quiet, well riveted facts that he had carried about in his head all these years were all but useless now. But his mind immediately leapt ahead to the next obvious conclusion. He was back to the very same question that had opened this discourse.
�Then what the hell happened to Sheffield?� he said darkly. �If she wasn�t with Force H then our Pushpoint lies with her.�
Kelly folded his arms over a belly that had enjoyed too many beers in recent years. He removed his baseball cap to scratch his head and then settled it back into place.
�This shouldn�t take long,� he said, swiveling back to his Golem station. �It ought to be right here in the altered history. All we have to do is read about it.�
It wasn�t long before he had their answer.

Part III
The Tiger

�When a man wants to murder a tiger, he calls it sport; when the tiger wants to murder him, he calls it ferocity. The distinction between crime and justice is no greater.�
�George Bernard Shaw


Chapter 7

Dock #8, Port of Brest, France�� April 5, 1941
The battlecruiserGneisenau rested quietly at #8 dock in the port of Brest, her repairs well in hand as she made ready for operations again. Even as the engineers finished up, tightening bolts on newly patched armor on the foredeck, and laying in pipe below decks, they still marveled at what a marvel of precision she was.
Her keel had been laid well before the war, in 1934, and then work was suddenly halted five months later when the engineers received instructions that the plans had been altered. Germany was quietly intent on violating the mandated limits imposed on her shipbuilding program in the Treaty of Versailles. And so the keel was laid afresh in May of 1935, and the dock workers jokingly referred to her as �the beast with two backs.�
She had a classic, yet elegantly beautiful design, sleek lines with a sharp prow, yet with ominous mass that spoke of restrained power. As the plans were fleshed out in iron and steel, her decks mounted up and up, until her silhouette filled out into a massive, threatening profile, soon to be bristling with enormous guns housed in three turrets, two fore and one aft, each with three eleven inch barrels.
She was named after a Prussian field Marshall, as was her sister ship Scharnhorst, and both ships were built for that perfect combination of speed and power that would define their role in the next war that was even now brooding over the horizon.
Well behind Britain in terms of naval power, Germany had launched herself on an ambitious rearmament plan. While the Kriegsmarine would never be a force that could openly challenge the full might of the Royal Navy as they had done in the First World War, it would nonetheless be a potent threat, particularly to the vital cross Atlantic shipping routes England depended on.
A battlecruiser by design, Gneisenau was strong enough to smash anything that could catch her, and fast enough to outrun anything bigger. She was a dark panther, designed explicitly to hunt down the wallowing buffalo, lumbering steamers and cargo ships that would cluster in convoys, their sea lord�s eyes straining against the gray horizon at fearful night watches, ever watching for the wake of a U-Boat periscope cutting through the swelling tops of the waves.
The destroyer and cruiser escorts routinely assigned to convoy duty would rush in to ward off the wolf packs, but when a ship of the size and power of Gneisenau appeared they would be overmatched. A ship�s fighting power could be roughly equated to the size of the shells she could hurl at an opposing enemy. By comparison British destroyers mounted small guns firing a shell that was only 4.5 inches wide. Their main threat to shipping would come from mad dash torpedo attacks, but otherwise they were designed for defensive roles, principally anti-submarine work.
The light cruiser was a larger ship mounting six inch guns, but the German battlecruiser�s powerful weapons were nearly twice as big, and she had speed as well, able to steam as fast as either of these enemy ship classes. She would make short work of a British light cruiser. A heavy cruiser, mounting eight inch barrels might stand with her for a time, but would soon be overpowered and in grave danger. British heavy cruisers had three turrets with two eight inch guns in each, or a total of 6 barrels. Some had a fourth turret bringing that total to eight guns. Gneisenau, could easily engage two such ships with confidence and still have good prospects for victory. Her armor might shrug off hits received from a cruiser, but her bigger eleven inch guns would deliver powerful, accurate blows that could ravage the smaller ship, doing serious damage.
Only a British battleship carrying guns in the range of fourteen to sixteen inches could pose any real threat to Gneisenau, and so her very existence in the German order of battle, along with other ships like her, had forced the Royal Navy to assign a battleship to convoy escort duty whenever possible. There were never enough of the larger ships to go around, and so the German strategy was to break out into the Atlantic and look for the less well protected convoys where no battleship was present. In this they often received aid from able U-boat captains, who could find prey and vector in the larger raider to join the slaughter.
The Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were often teamed together, like two fearsome big cats leading a chariot of chaos. They had given the British fits in the operations against Norway, where they had dueled briefly with the proud battlecruiser Renown in an inconsequential engagement. Later they broke out into the Atlantic and had been prowling with bad intent for several months. There they had orders to leave convoys escorted by battleships alone, but there were plenty of other fish in the sea, and they made a good haul, sinking 22 vessels accounting for over 115,000 tons before they pulled into Brest, and of these Gneisenau had accounted for 14 of the kills.
Now they licked their wounds in Brest, with Gneisenau making minor repairs while her sister ship underwent a second major refit of her boilers, which had been temperamental throughout that ship�s sea life. Given their demonstrated success as convoy raiders, the Germans were planning an even bigger operation in a few weeks time. Admiral G�nther L�tjens would lead out their newest ship, built in style and design much like the Gneisenau, but even more massive, with larger fifteen inch guns and heavier armor. She was christened Bismarck, and would hopefully become a terror at sea to plague the Royal Navy for years to come. It was hoped that Scharnhorst and Gneisenau would sortie again soon to join the mighty Bismarck, where they would form a battlegroup powerful enough to take on any convoy they encountered, even those escorted by the heavier British ships.
Alas, Scharnhorst would not be ready, but Kapitan Erich Fein had high hopes that he would lead his own sortie with Gneisenau. If he could join with Bismarck and her cruiser escort Prince Eugen the Germans could assemble the most formidable task force they had sailed since Jutland.
This threat had not escaped the notice of the Royal Navy either, and the Admiralty had been sailing out a powerful task force to watch Brest, lay mines in the area, and hopefully keep the German ships bottled up. In this effort Force H at Gibraltar played the principle role though, as First Sea Lord Admiral Pound would try to explain to the Prime Minister later that month, their attention was constantly divided by the urgency of operations in the Mediterranean as well.
The heart of Force H, battlecruiser Renown, carrier Ark Royal, and cruiser Sheffield, had only just returned to Gibraltar after another supply run out to Malta, and their tired crews were settling in to their bunks at midnight on April 5th, 1941 knowing they were bound for sea yet again the following day�this time to the Atlantic. A cable had been received from the Admiralty indicating that the big German ships at Brest were being readied for operations. �Consider battlecruisers will probably leave Brest tonight,� it read, as a local agent had been made aware that the Germans planned to move the battlecruiser Gneisenau to a mooring position out in the harbor.
And so the sailors slept fitfully that night, tucked into bunks and hanging in their hammocks, knowing they would put to sea again to stand blockade duty and wait for any sign of the German raiders in the week ahead. But the British spy had only half the story. The real reason that the big German ship was being moved was the discovery of an unexploded bomb near her berth at dock #8, dropped in a recent night raid by the RAF. By the time they discovered this, Force H had already sailed to stand watch, yet no German ships would appear.
The following morning a small trawler chugged into the port, a fisherman in a leaky boat hoping to ride out some worsening weather in a safe harbor. Even as the Germans made ready to carefully move Gneisenau, the trawler headed for the mooring pier, her skipper�s eyes intent on one particular spot, as though no other would do. The Harbor Master paid the small boat no attention, noting it�s arrival in his log and then taking a call from the tug captains ready to move Gneisenau.
The next minute he heard an explosion and was aghast to look and see the trawler had caught fire as it moored when a leaky fuel barrel on its aft deck was ignited by the still burning embers of a seaman�s cigar. The trawler careened into the pier, freshly oiled against the weather, and the fire spread. Within a few minutes a good segment of the mooring area was in flames, and frantic sirens sounded the alarm. Fire crews were soon racing to the scene, marked by thick oily black smoke in the early morning sky.
Word came into Kapitan Otto Fein on the bridge of Gneisenau that his mooring site was compromised, and the ship would have to be berthed deeper in the harbor. He sighed, eager for the sea as he was. Any move, however slight, that took him nearer to the green swells and white capped waves of the ocean gave him heart. Yet this was but a small setback. Another mooring site would be selected, hopefully not in a place that would prove too easy for the RAF should they come in the days ahead. He was waiting for final word from Admiral L�tjens, already chafing and pacing like a big restless cat in a zoo cage. His repairs had been made, and he had a full provision of fuel and ammunition. His ship was now nothing more than a dangerous target as long as it remained stationary in the harbor.
That night the dock crews would again drape her proud masts and turrets with the shaggy black camo netting that would hopefully disguise her from prying eyes, but he remained nervous and restless nonetheless.
As for the trawler, the fire was eventually put out and she was moored near the char-damaged pier. The Harbor Police searched in vain for her captain, with orders to immediately arrest the man for making an unauthorized berthing and upsetting the German plans, but he was nowhere to be found. So instead they marched off the hapless crew to be questioned by the Gestapo, leaving the trawler bobbing listlessly in the evening tide that evening.
The following morning the sound of an incoming plane was heard about 9:00 am. It was sighted at a low altitude, and within seconds the alert sirens were blaring, soon followed by a hail of anti-aircraft fire. Flying Officer Kenneth Campbell was aboard, bravely threading his way through steel laced streaks of tracer rounds from the ack ack cannons in his twin engine Beaufort torpedo bomber. It was one of a flight of three planes that had taken off from a base near Cornwall, yet weather had foiled the final rendezvous over the target, and he found himself alone. He had been sent by the British Coastal Command after receiving new intelligence concerning the planned relocation of the German battlecruiser, and he flew with a long, sleek torpedo strapped to his fuselage, intent on getting to the big ship before she was able to put to sea. Bearing in on the spot where he had been told to look for her, he was soon dismayed to find instead a small, ragged looking fishing trawler!
He strained to look left and right, hoping to spy his target. There was a suspicious dark splotch further down the quay its formless shape lost in the gray morning, but he could dimply see two other ships had been positioned to screen it off from just this sort of attack. The exploding shells and tracer rounds from lighter machine gun fire were perilously close now, and so he cursed his bad luck, pulled the plane into a sharp bank, and turned away.
Yet luck was with him after all, for in turning he narrowly avoided the flak burst that was to have struck his plane a fatal blow that morning. It was as much a stroke of serendipity where his personal fate was concerned, as it was a stroke of bad fortune for the war effort in general. His plane banked away into the mist, making a safe escape from the rain of fire that sought his life, and his rendezvous with death was broken that morning, strangely postponed.
When he was finally clear of the noise and fiery smoke of the harbor he calmed himself, took a deep breath, and had the presence of mind to radio Coastal Command with the bad news.
�Target not present,� he said. �She�s not there.�
Flying Officer Campbell waited until he was well away from the harbor before he banked again into a thick stand of clouds and headed away from the scene. His torpedo was supposed to have struck Gneisenau that morning, doing enough damage to make her a sitting duck for subsequent RAF bombing raids that would put her out of action for another seven months. He was also supposed to have been awarded the Victoria Cross that night, for conspicuous gallantry�posthumously. Now his award would have to wait.
As he banked into a stretch of low lying fog, he had a strange feeling of lightness and buoyancy, uplifting and oddly invigorating. He smiled, thinking it must be the adrenaline still coursing in his veins from the danger of the attack. Yet he could not help but feel that his lease on life had been extended another month, and he was light hearted as he flew back to base, safely hidden in the gray coastal clouds. In spite of the failure of his mission, it was good to be alive.
The brave sortie by Campbell had one other small effect that morning. It convinced the Germans that their ships in Brest were entirely too vulnerable to enemy air attack. With Gneisenau ready for operations, why not make a dash up the coast under bad weather to bring her home to Germany where she could join Admiral L�tjens with the Bismarck? Others argued that her position in Brest was ideal to support Bismarck by simply linking up with her in the Atlantic, and this side of the argument eventually won out. Kapitan Fein was ordered to make every effort to break out of port.
A few weeks later he did exactly that� 

Chapter 8

Admiralty Headquarters, London�� April 20, 1941
Things were well tightened down that morning at the Admiralty Citadel. The Prime Minister was visiting, Churchill himself. Normally he would hold forth in the Cabinet War Rooms, a string of basement level rooms beneath Storey�s Gate. But today he had ambled over to the Admiralty bunker, through the long underground tunnel that was the beginning of a labyrinthine warren slowly taking shape and form beneath the city.
WWII was still in its adolescent years. Germany had initiated hostilities in September of 1939 by invading Poland, prompting an immediate declaration of war by England and France, but now she stood a lonesome watch on the world, bravely holding out behind the natural moat of the English Channel after the German blitzkrieg had outflanked the Maginot line and overrun France. The last of the British Expeditionary Force had been chased from the continent at Dunkirk nearly a year ago. Since that time all Britain could do was hold fast behind the Channel and her still formidable navy, and endure the continual bombing of Goering�s Luftwaffe.
The Blitz had driven much of London underground. Every subway, basement and cellar had been given a second life as a bomb shelter when the planes came. For Churchill, the basement War Cabinet building served him well most of the time, but the Admiralty held forth in a newly constructed bunker, with foundations 30 feet deep and a concrete roof some 20 feet thick as well. The Prime Minister considered the building a monstrosity, and a blight upon Horse Guards Parade where it sat like a squat fortress amid the more elegant architecture of Whitehall, the Old Ripley Building, and Admiralty House.
With little in the way of real land operations underway, the Admiralty itself had been the nucleus of much of Britain�s war effort in those early years. Way off in North Africa, Wavell maintained his post with the army, guarding the crown jewel in the Empire, Egypt. But between Alexandria and Cairo at the one end, and London at the other, there were thousands of miles of turbulent seas, constantly patrolled and surveilled by the Royal Navy and her fleet of battleships, cruisers, and destroyers.
At times the Prime Minister felt as lonesome as a watchmen at the con of a roving cruiser on the slate gray sea. The great giants to the east and west, America and Russia, were still cautiously neutral, though the clutching gravity of the black hole of the war was inexorably tugging at them both. It would be just two more months before the Germans would launch their ill fated invasion of Mother Russia, prodding the Bear with the lightning jabs of her panzer divisions on June 22 of that same year. And six months later the Japanese would make an equal blunder when they sent six aircraft carriers to strike the sleeping American battle fleet anchored at Pearl Harbor. But for now, England was fighting alone, and the old First Sea Lord, Winston Churchill, was steering her bravely, like the captain on the bridge of an embattled cruiser, eyes ever guarded against the imminent threat of an oncoming ship looming on the horizon.
The occasion of the Prime Minister�s visit this morning was a cable that he had lately received from Wavell in Cairo. The British general was complaining bitterly that he lacked the necessary armor to plan and properly execute an offensive against the enemy, who were now threatening the frontiers of Egypt and Alexandria itself.
On this very day the largest convoy ever assembled was embarking troops and equipment destined for Wavell, including five fast transports with 295 tanks and 53 Hurricane fighters in their packing crates. As the Mediterranean Sea was still an active War zone, they could take the long way around the Cape of Good Hope and up the Red Sea to Egypt, braving only the threat of U-Boats and the occasional surface raider along the way. But today Winston had it in his mind that they could also take the more immediate, and shorter route through the Med itself. There the threats would come from both naval and air attack, and while not a match for British prowess on the high seas, the Italian Navy was still a credible force, and one to be given its due respect.
�Tell me then, if you please, Sir Dudley, what exactly to you determine the risks to be?� The Prime Minister fixed his First Sea Lord with an amiable, yet determined stare, waiting.
Admiral Dudley Pound had served as First Sea Lord since the outbreak of the war, a long time veteran of naval affairs and an experienced fleet officer. He had commanded the battleship Colossus in the first World War, leading her in the now famous Battle of Jutland where he sank two German cruisers. Between the wars he had served as CinC of the Mediterranean Fleet before taking his present post, so if there was any man in the room familiar with the hazards of those waters, it was Pound.
�To put it lightly,� he began, �we�ve had increasing activity from the Italian fleet and air arm in opposition to our Malta supply operations. They�ve come to expect us now, and have been so bold of late as to sortie with some rather formidable squadrons.�
�Yet Force H at Gibraltar has done well enough, wouldn�t you say, sir?�
�That they have, Mr. Prime Minister, but Force H has had its hands full of late. With Scharnhorst and Gneisenau at the French port of Brest, we�ve had to keep one eye over our shoulder, as it were. Half the time we�re pulled into the Atlantic to keep watch against a possible sortie by those ships. And in the Mediterranean, the Italian Admiral Iachino has shown an increasing willingness to commit his capital ships as well, particularly if we steam with any apparent attempt to threaten the Italian mainland.�
�Why, he�s doing nothing more than we would do should these shores be threatened by the specter of enemy naval forces, Admiral.�
�Indeed sir, but the majority of the staff here are of the opinion that if we route this particular convoy through the Med we�re likely to be in it up to our hat bands in little time.�
�Your primary concern is with Admiral Iachino? He may be running his ships about of late, but he�s yet to stand up in a real fight where serious British metal is before him. I must be frank and state my belief that you exaggerate the threat from the Italian Navy, sir. This convoy will be well protected, with additional resources for our fleet operating out of Alexandria. I�ve spoken with Admiral Cunningham, and he believes the risks are acceptable.�
�I am aware of the Admiral�s views, though I cannot agree.�
�You cannot agree?� Winston allowed just a hint of derision to enter his voice now, thinking to impose his will on his First Sea Lord if necessary.
�Well, sir, we have superiority at sea, but we also have the German Tenth Fliegerkorps to consider if we make a run for Alexandria�always a risk with their Stukas and Heinkels.�
�Yes, but an acceptable risk. And RAF intelligence reports the Germans may be pulling units from their Sicilian bases to bolster the Russian frontier. Bad business there in due course. Frankly I would rather ride the Tiger�s back in a mad dash to Egypt than languish for weeks on the open seas with the menace of a U-boat attack ever in the back of my mind. Going round the Cape of Good Hope will add another 40 days to the sea journey. That would mean Wavell would not get his tanks until early June. We could have them there at least three weeks earlier by taking the more direct route. No need to risk U-Boat attack with a longer sea voyage.�
�The convoy system is stiffening up now, sir,� said Admiral Pound. �We hit a poor patch while Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were at sea, but they�re both holed up in Brest at the moment.�
�Where I hope you�ll keep them, First Sea Lord,� said the Prime Minister. �And that being the case, we should be able to get this convoy handed off to Force H without much worry. And from Gibraltar you can send out the whole battle fleet to get them safely ashore in Egypt. Then I shall have the satisfaction of knowing I�ve quieted General Wavell, at least for the moment, until he dreams up some other reason why he cannot yet undertake offensive operations worthy of the name. If nearly 300 new tanks will not compel him to move, then nothing will, by God.�
�Assuming the tanks reach him safely, sir.� Pound admonished. �I may ask the question, and I�ll withdraw it if you deem it impertinent�what will General Wavell do with his Matildas if they�re lying at the bottom of the sea?�
�Come now, Sir Dudley, that is an outrageous notion. You have Renown, Repulse, Queen Elizabeth�more than a match for anything the Italians can sail. Cunningham has the battleships Barham and Valiant as well. And you�ll have the Ark Royal along with them to provide air cover.�
�I mean no disrespect, sir, but the Ark Royal cannot put anything into the air to effectively oppose the German Tenth Fliegerkorps. They�re flying the old Swordfish, sir. The Old Stringbags, along with a few Fulmar fighters.�
�And carrying fifty new Hurricanes, I might add,� said the Prime Minister. If you move at good speed you�ll be under our own land based air cover as well�and all the more reason to get this convoy through with those Hurricanes for the air wing in Alexandria. Look here�the men of our 7th Armored division have had a rough go of late. They�ve been sitting on their thumbs, without tanks, and for an armored division that is a fairly sad state of affairs, wouldn�t you say? Now, I have the greatest respect for you, sir, and your opinion has been duly weighed here. Yet I must concur with Admiral Cunningham and believe we can push this convoy through. We�ll call it Operation Tiger then, shall we? Ride the tiger�s back!�
The Prime Minister clenched his fist, as if to hearten the spirit of his First Sea Lord, though he had determined he would insist on this operation if it came to it, and make it a matter of utmost importance. If he ever wanted to convince the Americans to weigh in and stand to arms for Britain, then it was incumbent upon him to first prove the British army could do more than organize a miraculous retreat. Rommel had landed his Afrika Korps in Libya a month earlier, and chased the British army all the way to the Egyptian border, with a good portion of the army cut off and besieged at the fortified port of Tobruk on the Libyan coast.
Though the threat to Alexandria was now very real, the Prime Minister had received an Ultra intercept of a report concerning Rommel�s condition at this time. It described the German position as weak, lacking adequate fuel and supplies, and strongly advised no further push into Egypt. But Churchill was not going to tell his First Sea Lord about it for the moment. He wanted to create as much urgency as possible on his side of the discussion, and relieving Tobruk was uppermost in his mind. He had to get Wavell moving! He needed a victory, and he was determined to have one before summer�s end.
�As you wish, Mr. Prime Minister.� Admiral Pound deferred. It was still against his better judgment, but he was unwilling to make an issue of the matter. �We�ll have to keep our trousers neatly folded on this one, sir,� He said quietly.
�Neatly folded and in the drawer,� said Winston. �If word gets out on this, Jerry will spare no effort to insure those tanks do end up at the bottom of the sea.�
�We�ve stood watch on Brest most of April, and it does appear that the two German battlecruisers are laid up for repairs.�
�Perhaps the Royal Air Force can pay them a nightly visit,� said the Prime Minister.
�Without doubt,� said Admiral Pound. �Tried to get at one with a low level torpedo attack a few weeks ago, but there was just too much flak. So I suppose we�ll have to rely on night bombing by the RAF at higher altitudes. �
Churchill smiled. �Tell Admiral Somerfield at Force H that he�s done a bang up job, and wish him God speed. We�ll be running the convoy his way behind the screen you have already set up on Brest, and he may expect their arrival at Gibraltar by the 6th of May. It will come in two parts, 8A and then 8B sometime after.�
�Very well, sir. The German ships are holed up for the moment, but the situation may change.�
Churchill fixed him with a steady eye as he nodded to leave. �Situations always change, my good man. There�s nothing more certain than that.�
When the Prime Minister had left him Pound sighed heavily. �That they do,� he said aloud. Tiger Convoy indeed, he thought for a moment, then decided. We�ll designate this one Convoy WS-8A. The WS stood for �Winston Special.�

Chapter 9

Port of Brest, France�� May 5, 1941, 23:30 Hours
Kapitan Otto Fein was finally a happy man again. He was putting out to sea, and this time without Admiral L�tjens in command. The admiral had guided the ships on the last sortie with Scharnhorst, but now he was preoccupied with the planning of another operation farther north, the inaugural cruise and breakout of the more powerful battleship Bismarck. Fein had orders to get to sea by any means possible, and head out into the Atlantic to wait for her big brother. Until then he would have free rein to attack any undefended convoy he might encounter along the way. By launching this arrow early, the Germans also hoped to draw off British assets that might be used to oppose Bismarck.
L�tjens will be sticking his thumb in my pie soon enough, he thought. But perhaps I can pick a few berries before that happens.
A man of 46 years, Fein had entered the navy in 1914 and made his way steadily up through the ranks from Radio Officer, to Watch Officer on minor ships until he was finally made Navigation Officer on his first decent fighting ship, the heavy cruiser Koln in 1934. It had been a long twenty years, but his persistence soon landed him in positions of increasing responsibility, an able Chief of Staff at the Naval Station of the Baltic Sea, a stint in the Naval Academy as advisor to OKW just before the war, and then another Chief of Staff position in Naval Group North. Yet his itch for combat command was finally satisfied when they gave him Gneisenau in August of 1940. Since that time he had made good use of her!
In his estimation he was already too late getting away this night. It would have been better if he had slipped out five days ago when the moon was still young, but the combination of unusually clear weather that week and pesky British air raids had prevented him from leaving. Now the clouds were heavy overhead, assuring the RAF would not be visiting, and the low lying coastal fog was thickening up nicely. He could not even see the crescent moon, which was a good sign.
Just after midnight, his ship was finally ready to pull up anchor and slip out of the harbor, the blackout curtains pulled tightly shut on every window, her speed low so as to quiet her engines as well. One never knew who might be watching on the coast, though he found it hard to believe the British naval intelligence would not soon learn he had departed. All able seamen and sailors who should have been roiling about the pubs and brothels of the city that night were discretely missing, a fact that any careful observer would not have failed to note.
No matter. He was adrift and away from his mooring, and under his own power as the last of the harbor tugs chugged away. Gneisenau was ready for a fight if he could find one, though he had no idea just how soon he would be heavily engaged again.
He broke out to sea, relieved to see the sharp bow of his ship knifing smartly through the ocean swells as the battlecruiser picked up speed. How long would it take before he would find anything worth shooting at, he wondered? His answer came two hours later while he slept in his wardroom.
A quiet knock on the door roused him from sleep. A Ward Officer had news the enemy was already on to him! �We�ve just been notified by Kriegsmarine intelligence, sir. The cable was decoded and reads as follows: �Salmon and Gluckstein are out for a stroll.�
Salmon and Gluckstein were a firm of tobacconists in the U.K. at that time, but it was also an easy to remember handle the British sailors had given to the battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. They were also called �the twins,� being of the same class and design, but tonight Fein would steam alone. Scharnhorst was still fussing with her leaky steam boilers.
They already had wind of him, he thought. So much for secrecy and bad weather. And it appears the British thought both battlecruisers had gone to sea. Perhaps they were just admitting to that possibility in the service of caution, but it also might mean he would soon find himself in a roiling naval chase.
�Increase speed to 28 knots,� he said, wanting to get well out to sea as fast as he could.
�Aye sir, and we also have this cable. Orders having to do with a �Tiger 1,� or so it reads.
Fein took the cable, reading it in the dim cabin light. It was addressed to a force designated Tiger 1, and simply read: �Tiger, Tiger, burning bright.� There was nothing more. Kipling, he thought. Now what in the world can that be about? He resolved to get bundled up and head for the bridge at once.
~ ~ ~
Over a hundred and fifty miles to the south, Force H was making good speed and steaming north to rendezvous with Tiger Convoy and its precious cargo bound for Alexandria. The task force was comprised of the Battlecruiser Renown, fast carrier Ark Royal, light cruisers Fiji and Sheffield along with three smaller destroyers. They had been making good speed, particularly after hearing that an old nemesis had put to sea. The two German battlecruisers were reported to have sailed from Brest after all! The RAF had pounded them for the last three weeks, but apparently the Germans had been able to make them seaworthy.
Tiger Convoy was already escorted by the battleship Queen Elizabeth, and battlecruiser Repulse on her way as part of the force to reinforce Admiral Cunningham�s fleet at Alexandria. But the Admiralty was apparently taking no chances on this mission. They wanted additional support from Force H as the convoy neared Gibraltar. All had gone off like clockwork until the cable came in: �Salmon and Gluckstein are out for a stroll.�
The Renown was captained by Sir Rhoderick Robert McGrigor, a man of 48 years, and he was much like his German counterpart on board Gneisenau. He had risen through the ranks, serving on destroyers in the Med and with the Grand Fleet at the famous Battle of Jutland in the First World War. Dubbed �Wee Mac� for his stature, he had been in a foul mood in recent days.
Of late he had been ping-ponging back and forth between the Atlantic and the Med with Force H. Just a few days ago they had him cruising in the Med to escort a captured French steamer. The navy had it towed to Gibraltar for inspection and then set back on its course to Casablanca. But someone got it in his head that the Vichy French there might try to recover the ship, and so Renown was ordered out to provide naval cover against that possibility. It was a damn good waste of petrol, he thought, employing the efforts of a battlecruiser to guard a lowly tramp steamer!
Renown was fast and powerful, designed back in the era that had spawned ships like the pride of the Royal Navy, HMS Hood. In fact, she was very similar to that ship in design. With her six fifteen inch guns she outclassed the smaller German battlecruisers in terms of firepower, and her armor, while not as strong as later British designs, was adequate to the task. The ship had tangled with Salmon and Gluckstein once before during operations surrounding the German invasion of Norway. There Renown carried herself quite well, inflicting hits on Gneisenau and driving the two German battlecruisers off in the ensuing action, even though she was outgunned.
�Now it seems we may get another round,� he said aloud to his bridge staff. He was making good speed, but had need of haste given the close proximity of the valuable Tiger Convoy. There were too many ships laden with troops, tanks, and crated planes to put at risk. And the Prime Minister seemed to have a particular interest in the fate of this particular convoy as well. Now that it had come under threat, the coded message �Tiger, Tiger, burning bright� was sent to all ships of the fleet. It was no surprise to him, then, when Admiral Somerville ordered him to alter course slightly so as to put his task force between the convoy and any possible approach by the German raiders.
�I want to get some eyes out in front of me, what with Ark Royal along for the party,� he said. He did not want to stumble upon the Germans with a vulnerable aircraft carrier at his side. �Let�s get a cruiser out in front. Make to Sheffield: increase speed to maximum and take station in the vanguard of the Task Force. I�m sure Admiral Somerville would concur.� The cruiser�s radar set out in front would also extend his forward awareness of the battle space.
The admiral had no objection and so HMS Sheffield, under the command of Captain Charles Arthur Larcom, steamed on ahead, his watches well manned and searching the dark night for any sign of enemy ships. Sheffield could make all of 32 knots, while the Renown fell back at 28 knots as the force sped north in the dark. She held that speed for a good while until the engine room called up with a warning. The ship was having trouble with her bearings again. They had a tendency to overheat when she was running up near top speed, and in fact had been completely removed, re-metaled, and replaced some six months ago for this very same reason.
�It is number nine again?� he asked his Chief of Engineers when the man had been summoned to the bridge.
�Indeed sir, it is. That bearing gets a lot of rotation at high speed, sir.� The number nine bearing had been the culprit last time as well, and the last thing the captain wanted as he steamed into possible battle situation was a dodgy bearing on his main engine turbine.
�If we could ease off a bit we might get her cooled off, sir,� said his Chief of Engineers.
�Very well,� said McGrigor. �I�ll roll her back to 24 knots. Would that do?�
�It would help, sir, and we�ll get it sorted out straight away.�
�See that you do, Johnny,� said McGrigor. �I don�t fancy the idea of going into a fight with a gimpy leg.�
�Aye, aye, sir.�
He gave the order to slow the big ship down, and thinking it best to observe radio silence, gave instructions that Ark Royal and other nearby ships should be signaled by lamp and advised of the speed change. Sheffield in the van was some ways off, however and, as it happened, her aft watchman was fishing about for a walnut that had slipped from his grasp to the deck of his conning station.
�Blast,� he said, getting down in his hands and knees briefly to grope for the nut. When the lamp signal was beamed his way, it was not seen.
~ ~ ~
Aboard the Gneisenau, German hydrophone operators soon picked up the thrumming sound of many ships off to the south. Kapitan Fein hesitated briefly, wondering if this were another battle force coming up from Gibraltar.
�Kriegsmarine Intelligence has no northbound convoy scheduled,� said his first officer. �But we are getting more on this Tiger message lately received in the second cable. Group West sends that this may be code for a particularly vital convoy heading south and due in Gibraltar tomorrow morning. They may have already passed us, sir. This could be that very convoy!�
Fein considered for a moment. He was alone, and suddenly his mission to the Atlantic had an unwelcome edge to it. There was entirely too much activity to suit him this early on. He had hoped for a few days quiet steaming until he could get into position well out in the Atlantic, possibly linking up with a U-Boat pack or two. Yet if this was the vital convoy naval intelligence was angling for it was incumbent upon him to at least have a look. Yet if it was vital to British interests, it would most likely be well protected.
�What about Force H?� he asked. �Have we any more news?�
�Last word was that they were still in the Med, sir, haggling over a captured Vichy French cargo vessel.�
�Just like the British,� said Fein. �They�ll tussle like a bulldog for any bone they find. But that is good news.� He decided. �Come round to compass heading 195 degrees. We�ll see if we can sneak up on the heels of this convoy and have a look at it. Perhaps we can take a nip or two as well.�
�If this is an important convoy there may be battleships escorting it, sir.�
�That being the case we will simply tip our hat and make off into the Atlantic,� said Fein.
The powerful ship came smartly around on the new heading, and the crew was soon ordered to full battle stations. Minutes later the magazines were alive with activity, and the massive shells, over a thousand pounds in weight, were loaded in her guns, and packed off with baled cordite charges. Soon the red lights winked on signaling �guns ready,� and the crew waited anxiously for word from the bridge. Another big cat was on the prowl that night, closing rapidly, albeit unknowingly, on Force H, for Tiger convoy was still well north of Fein�s position.
It was not long before the hydrophone operators indicated the sound of rapid screw rotation dead ahead. As radar was yet in its infancy, the hydrophone actually outranged the new devices, and was usually the first to give warning of enemy approach.
�Listening station thinks we may have a cruiser out there, sir.�
Captain Fein nodded, no longer happy to have indulged his curiosity. Whatever it was, that ship would not be alone. There would be more behind it, close at hand. He realized that with both ships making high speed the distance between them was now closing at over sixty miles per hour. He had little time to decide whether to hold this course or turn off now before he was discovered, and attempt to get out into the Atlantic.
Then again, if this was the convoy it would be very like the British to send a brave sheep dog out like this to try and frighten off a potential threat. He decided to hold course until they got closer to make an assessment.
Twenty minutes later he had his answer.
�Ship ahead on Seetakt radar, sir.�
�One ship?�
�Aye, sir, and from the sound of its props on the hydrophones it looks to be a single cruiser, or possibly a destroyer.�
That made sense if this was his sheepdog, thought Fein. He was already within range of the contact, but firing blind at night based on radar and hydrophone readings alone was not wise. All he would do would give away his position.
�Steady as she goes, and ready on forward turrets,� he ordered. A few minutes more and he might get good optical ranging on the other ship, he thought, and his gamble paid off. Forward spotters signaled one ship ahead and Fein immediately gave a steering order.
�Come to 270 degrees rudder.�
He wanted to turn his ship to the right so as to bring all his guns to bear in a broadside. The maneuver would also get him headed in the direction he wanted to move next, west, and out into the Atlantic. The seconds ticked off as the great ship surged ahead, coming around on the new heading where she was now picking up a twenty knot headwind. The spray from her sharp bow as she lanced through the grey swells was washing back and over the massive forward turrets, which were even now completing their turn to range on the oncoming enemy ship. It was now or never, thought Fein, and he gave the order to fire.
~ ~ ~
The forward watch on Sheffield was staring ahead into the grey night, eyes straining at the thickening of a shadow in the distance. He had been an Able Seaman aboard �Old Shiny� as her crew affectionately called the cruiser, for eight long years now.
While the bigger battleships in the fleet had proud names like Renown, Repulse and others, all the cruisers bore the name of a city, though the city of Sheffield had waited some time before she got her first fighting ship. London, Nottingham, and Newcastle had ships at sea for centuries bearing their names, but Sheffield was only just commissioned in July of 1936, a shiny new addition to the Royal Navy cruiser fleet, and one that made the locals there equally proud. She was one of ten in her class, each named for a similar town. All together the class itself was named after the first ship off the line, that being the Southhampton.
Sheffield was called �Old Shiny� for another reason as well. All the fittings that were normally crafted in brass on the other ships in the line had been machined in stainless steel, a high chromium content metal that was very resistant to corrosion at the time. Her railings gleamed in the pale moonlight as it broke through the overhead cloud cover briefly, and the stanchions, horns and ships bells, also made of steel, winked as she rolled in the turbulent sea. Her main ship�s bell had been made by a local company in the city, Hatfield�s, and the ladies club had taken it upon themselves to make a silken Union Jack and snappy pennants for the ship as well.
She also had forward directed radar, one of the first ships in the fleet to get the new devices. It was mounted well up on the foremast, which came to be called the �cuckoo�s nest� when the odd antennas and metallic siding of the radar equipment were added there.
With this equipment she was pressed into service as a patrol ship over many a long, cold and lonesome night in the North Atlantic. Her first prize of the war had been the German freighter Gloria, which she captured and delivered to a British port. And she had distinguished herself with good service in the Norwegian campaign, going so far as to send her crew ashore armed with anything they could find to try and hold off German paratroopers in the early hours of the invasion. But her virtue remained as a patrol ship, so it was no surprise when she got the order to steam ahead.
Tonight �Shiny Sheff� was rolling forward in increasingly rough seas and, unbeknownst to her captain, she was slowly pulling away from the rest of Force H.
It was well after two in the morning when her radar antenna detected something amiss in the cold night ahead. She had contact on another ship, and word soon went out to the watches to keep a sharp eye out for the enemy. Action stations jangled the crew from their fitful sleep as the cruiser made ready for battle. Eyes were pressed hard into the rubber cups of field glasses and the watchmen scoured the angry seas ahead. The aft watch perked up as well, suddenly realizing he could no longer make out the familiar shape of Renown behind them. He was about to call the bridge and notify the captain, but events took another turn.
The shadow the forward watch had seen suddenly changed shape, growing larger and more extended. He removed his field glasses, trying to clean the sea spray from the lenses, and rubbed his eyes for good measure. When he looked again he saw an ominous silhouette, dark and threatening, as if the night itself had taken shape and form, thickening into the angled contours of a massive ship.
He gave the warning cry just as the darkness was brilliantly split open by the orange fire of many big guns. Seconds later he heard their crashing report, a loud boom in the dark. Agonizing seconds passed and he heard another, more chilling sound as heavy shells sailed over the ship, falling in her churning wake and adding to the wild white water there. Huge spumes of ocean leapt up where they fell, and one flew directly over the cuckoo�s nest where the watchman was stationed, close enough that he could feel the swoosh of the massive metal projectile as it passed overhead.
Captain Larcom was shocked at the suddenness of the attack. He was only just getting radar reports on the contact ahead when the first salvos landed near his ship. Sheffield had sailed right up on a large German warship, though the enemy was still some ways off. His mind raced, considering at once that the enemy may not yet be in range of his smaller six inch guns, and he had already been straddled by a fairly accurate barrage.
�Make to Renown,� he said quickly. �German battlecruiser, dead ahead, and we are under fire. Turning about to lead her home.�
Then he gave the order hard a port to bring his ship about and make smoke. There was no way he could stand in a fight with this enemy alone. Once Renown came up it would be a different matter, but for the moment his only move was to cover Old Shiny with thick, black smoke and high tail it back to Force H.
How in the world did we get this far ahead, he thought? He should still have Renown in sight off his aft quarter, but by the time the watch there reported empty seas it was too late.
The cruiser heaved over, turning sharply in response to the helm, and at that moment the enemy fired again, this time with deadly effect. A single 11 inch shell struck the cruiser amidships and there was a considerable explosion. One of her stacks was blown clear away and the round splintered the whole area with shrapnel, penetrating deep into the ship.
Aboard Renown, Captain McGrigor saw the action lighting up the black horizon ahead, and heard the distant boom of heavy guns a moment thereafter. The ship had clamored to action stations and the bleary eyed men were taught at their posts, the cold night air chasing the last remnants of sleep from those who had been lucky enough to find a place in a hammock or bunk.
�Twenty degrees to port and ready on main batteries,� said McGrigor. Wee Mac was ready for a fight.
The ship turned and the captain turned to his executive officer. �Give me 28 knots or better,� he said coolly. �I�m afraid the Chief of Engineers will have to keep his ice water handy on bearing number nine.�
�Aye, sir. All ahead full battle speed.�
�Now then,� said McGrigor. �Let�s see if Jerry cares to pick on someone her own size.� Moments later he gave the order to fire and the Renown�s six big 15 inch guns growled out their warning salvo. He did not yet know whether he faced one or both of the twin German battlecruisers, but he would let his guns announce his angry presence nonetheless.

Part IV
The Red Herring

�She is neither fish nor flesh nor a good red herring��
English Proverb
� John Heywood, 1546


Chapter 10

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 8:00 A.M.
�So we have our answer,� said Paul, leaning heavily on the desk next to Kelly. The two men had been perusing the history for some time now, comparing the narrative to what they had recorded as the actual history in their RAM Bank data.
�Tiger convoy was a tempting target,� said Kelly.
�But it doesn�t seem as though the captain of the Gneisenau was much aware of it until he was well out of port. Yet I suspected the answer had something to do with Sheffield. That ship was simply too vital to the sinking of the Bismarck. And now we�ve got a double whammy here�Sheffield out of action and another battlecruiser loose in the Atlantic.�
�You mean Gneisenau? I didn�t note anything on that. here let me see what happens.� He keyed in a specific Golem search and soon called up a document from the altered time line on the service history of the German battlecruiser.
�Well I�ll be�� he began. �She gets hit in the engagement too! Got a little too eager chasing Sheffield and Renown came up on the scene a few minutes later. The Gneisenau wanted no part of her, and turned away, but Renown got off three salvos from her forward guns and scored a hit high up on the German ship�s superstructure. It took out radar and fire control to one of her forward turrets and so the captain wisely turned full about and sped northeast, back to Brest. Then the damn thing gets hit in that same RAF attack that damaged her in our Meridian.�
�Wow,� said Paul. �The continuum is fairly elastic here.�
�More like quantum memory foam,� said Kelly. �The German ship never should have left Brest in the first place, and that�s exactly where she ends up again after this little sortie.� Kelly pointed to a passage in the narrative he had been reading.
�Yes,� Paul agreed. �I like that, Kelly. Time tends to resist change. We�ll have to make a new entry in the lexicon. Gneisenau was supposed to have been moved from number eight dock to a berthing out in the outer harbor and hit by that torpedo attack. Instead it suffers damage in this engagement and returns to port. The only difference is the life of that airman�what was the pilot�s name?�
�Campbell,� said Kelly.
�Well he�s one lucky man. I wonder what happened to him, as he was supposed to be shot down and killed in that attack. Yet he held the plane steady enough to deliver a torpedo before he crashed in the real history. The damage was enough to lay up Gneisenau, and the RAF got to her again in short order. She was out of commission for seven months, which is why she was unavailable to sortie to Bismarck�s aid.�
�Well that�s what happens after Gneisenau returns to port in this altered Meridian,� said Kelly.
�But while this big cat was out on the prowl she managed to at least take one good bite out of the history, enough to take out Sheffield,� said Paul. �Pretty amazing!�
�It was that damn fishing trawler,� said Kelly. �He made right for the spot where Gneisenau was to have been berthed in our Meridian�or at least in our old Meridian.�
�Yes, and it�s suspicious that the harbor police never apprehended the skipper of that boat either.�
�It does have a smell about it,� said Kelly.
�Well let�s see if we can put some flesh on these bones,� said Paul. �Suppose that was their intervention, to simply sail that fishing trawler in the night they were planning to move Gneisenau from number eight dock. How do we counter-operate?�
Maeve had been in the kitchen warming up one of the three loaves of freshly baked bread she had salvaged, and they decided to get her in on the discussion. Robert was off at another desk, doing further research comparisons between the new and old history data. Kelly took a moment to read Maeve some of the altered history they had uncovered concerning Sheffield.
�Well it�s pretty clear that �Old Shiny� is a fated ship in this scenario,� said Maeve. �Was it badly damaged in the battle with Gneisenau?�
�Enough to lay it up in Gibraltar and take it out of Force H,� said Paul.
�Which is why it wasn�t there to be spotted by the incoming swordfish strike from Ark Royal,� said Kelly.
�Right, right,� said Maeve. �Sheffield is not on station behind Bismarck, and that means no case of mistaken identity and no knowledge of the faulty magnetic pistols on the torpedoes.�
�So the air attack on Bismarck fails,� Paul finished. �It�s a perfect little line of dominoes, isn�t it?�
�Yes,� Maeve agreed, �but a counter operation is going to be difficult here as well. The trawler could have come from anywhere.�
�Well it would have to be within a reasonable distance of the harbor,� said Paul.
�True, but what kind of cruising speed does it have? If it could make as much as ten knots then we�re looking at a lot of potential coastline here, either north or south of the harbor. You don�t have any idea when it started on its way either. Suppose the trawler left six or eight hours before it arrives at Brest? In that case we�re looking at over a hundred and fifty miles of coastline, so trying to shift in at its point of origin for an operation is out of the question.�
�Then we�d have to be at the destination, right there in Brest,� said Kelly.
�That sounds more plausible, but it will be dangerous,� said Maeve. �Wouldn�t that be a secure area? How would you get to the docks?�
�We�d just shift in there,� said Kelly. �It would be dark, quiet in the pre-dawn hour. I could put someone right on the money, close enough to that berthing site to intervene.�
�And do what?� said Maeve. �Are you going to hang a no vacancy sign?�
Paul pinched the bridge of his nose, fighting off a mild headache. What could they do? He went round and round with it in his mind, considering possible plans.
�Well� We could pose as fisherman,� he began, and sort of lay claim to the area��
�Fat chance,� said Maeve. �You�ll need fishing tackle, rods and reels, bait, and a bad temper if you want to stop a trawler from docking. You�d only stir up trouble for a moment.�
�Then we�ll need to pose as someone with authority,� said Paul. �A gendarme or harbor patrol officer. We could wave the trawler off as it tried to berth.�
�And if he plays dumb and just forges ahead?� Maeve was a real devil�s advocate. �Remember, the fire starts when the boat nears the mooring, at least according to the narrative Kelly read me. He could just barge right in, no pun intended, and wait until that oil drum goes up. Then his purpose is achieved. I don�t think the presence of a couple policemen will dissuade him, particularly given the stakes involved.�
�You�re probably right,� said Kelly. �This is sounding more fishy all the time.�
�No,� said Maeve. �Methinks �tis neither fish, nor flesh, nor good red herring.�
�What do you mean?� asked Paul.
�Just an old English proverb,� Maeve explained. �Fish was eaten by the clergy, pious as they were. Flesh was eaten by those who could afford it, the wealthy classes, and the dried and kippered herrings were left to the poor. The expression lists the foods eaten by every class of society, and it was a therefore metaphor for something that encompassed every possibility. But I don�t see fish, flesh or anything else here. There doesn�t seem to be any possible intervention you could run, short of getting hold of a weapon and firing on the trawler while she was still out in the harbor.�
�Paul�s got a .22 rifle in the storage cabinet,� said Kelly.
�I know,� Maeve frowned. �Well you won�t sink it with that! Forget the rifle. That�s not what bothers me about this scenario. It has an odd smell about it. Maybe this whole thing is a red herring.�
�What do you mean?�
�You know� something with a ripe odor that pulls you in and turns out to be rotten,� Maeve said flatly, half serious, half joking.
�Oh, I know what a red herring is,� said Kelly, �but how does that apply to this situation?�
�OK, let�s start knocking down Paul�s dominoes,� Maeve folded her arms, the pose she often took when launching into battle over Outcomes & Consequences. �It�s clear that Sheffield is important to the outcome of the air attack on Bismarck, but this scenario is pretty shaky�don�t you agree? I mean, even if the trawler does force Gneisenau to berth elsewhere��
�As it obviously did,� Kelly pointed at his computer screen.
�And even if the Germans do decide to pick this night, of all nights, to sortie out��
�As they obviously did,� Kelly countered again.
�Then how do they have any control after that point? How do they assure that Sheffield is ordered to take the lead in Force H?�
�She had the damn radar!� said Kelly.
�True, but that�s still a very wide variable. Wasn�t there another cruiser in Force H? It could have taken the lead, or the whole fleet could have kept station together. Lots of possibilities there. And how would they have known Renown would develop a problem with her number nine bearing on the main turbine shaft and reduce speed? And how could they assure that Sheffield would not be informed of the speed change? That�s another variable a mile wide.�
�They could have sabotaged that bearing,� Kelly suggested.
�Which is another kettle of smelly fish altogether,� said Maeve. �Then, assuming all their educated guesses pay off here, how can they assure Gneisenau decides to even attack, and further, that Sheffield is actually hit in the battle that ensued�hit so decisively that she is put out of action.� She raised her chin, fixing Kelly with her patented �I dare you� stare.
He raised a finger, as if to say something, then simply said. �I�m hungry. Is there any of that bread in the kitchen? A peanut butter sandwich sounds really good about now.�
�With apple jelly,� said Paul, laughing. �Alright, Maeve. What you say makes sense. The angles on those variables are really too wide here. The dominoes appear to fall neatly onto one another when we look at the outcome of these events, but hindsight is 20-20, and as you so ably demonstrate, getting them to do so is another matter entirely when we push from the other direction. This could be a red herring after all, at least insofar as our efforts are concerned.�
That thought was very troubling, because this seemed the most obvious Pushpoint of all those Paul had identified in the Bismarck saga. The more they looked at the history, the more difficult things became.
�This is getting frustrating,� he said. �The history is a house of cards here. It seems all too easy to pull one out and send the whole lot tumbling down, but trying to put things back together again is daunting. For that matter, I still don�t see how they could have known Bismarck would sink the transport carrying Thomason either. The variance angles are just as wide on that as anything we�ve been discussing about Sheffield.�
�They may not have had a hard and fast plan,� Maeve suggested. �It could be that they are simply running scenarios�effecting alterations�and then looking at outcomes. When they get something they like, they let it stand.�
The comment spun Paul around, suddenly very interested. �Then you suggest they just decided to intervene like this and save Bismarck, then looked at the consequences? Why pick this battle? There are millions of places on the Meridian where they could intervene. Why Bismarck?�
�We�ve answered that,� said Maeve. �It�s in the genealogy of our suspected terrorist. �If they discovered how he died, as we easily did, then they would just have to try any intervention that might increase the odds of that ship being sunk, the Prospector. Who knows? Maybe they were just trying to save the German battlecruiser at Brest, and the effect it had on the fate of Bismarck was just gravy. It could even be that they selected this Berber scout�the father�simply because he died in WWII. If they could reverse that, restore him to the continuum and get a son, then they would have a person that simply didn�t exist in our Meridian. Ever try to track down a killer who never lived?�
�I see your point,� said Paul. �So how would they put things back in order if they didn�t like an outcome? Suppose they save him and he never goes on to sire the terrorist.�
�You�re worried he might impact future events if left alive? Well� don�t we call them Assassins? They�d simply eliminate the man and move on to another intervention scenario. They can always keep trying,� said Maeve. �We can only assume they succeeded this time. Who knows how many interventions they may have tried before they got this little nightmare to work.�
�But how could they know�� Paul cut himself off, struck by a sudden realization.
�Resonance!� he said excitedly. �If they were in a Nexus Point, and it was deep enough, then we could have a situation much like the one we faced at Tours a few days ago. Remember? The Nexus was so deep that the Heisenberg Wave took a long time to build up. It didn�t take effect immediately. Eventually it became strong enough, as a potential energy, to begin influencing events very close to the intervention point on the Meridian. That�s why there was no battle underway when I first shifted into the historical site at Tours. The Heisenberg Wave was so big it had already altered that part of the continuum, but its main energy release was held in abeyance�perhaps by the very same Nexus Point we established during that mission!�
�Well if I were Mother Time I would shudder every time someone spun up an Arch facility,� said Maeve.
�Exactly!� said Paul. �We�re still in defensive mode here now, trying to figure out how they assured the rise of this new terrorist. But on offense it�s a whole different ballgame. We could spin up the Arch to establish a Nexus Point, then run any intervention we choose, sample the Resonance in the Golem Stream, and see if we like what we get. It�s as if you get to make a move against a computer in Chess, see the outcome, and then just reset things to that position again if you make a bad move.�
On their last mission Paul made the alarming discovery that Kelly�s Golem search programs were able to perceive and report on information from a potentially altered Meridian. Once the Nexus field was operating, they seemed to occupy a kind of safe zone in the stream of Time where they were immune to the effects of alterations. The Golems had access to information from all possible Meridians passing through that Nexus. In due course they would come to reach a �weight of opinion� about the outcome of an intervention, which was the most likely outcome based on the total information available. Paul got the idea watching various computer models try to predict the projected path of a hurricane. As the information grew more certain, the various paths converged, and the outcome became fairly predictable. And as they learned from their associates in the future, information was much easier to transmit across Time than objects of mass. The Golems were seeing information from potentially altered Meridians resonating in the data stream.
�But what if they kill someone�like I killed the bishop on that last mission,� said Maeve.
�You didn�t kill the damn bishop,� said Kelly, wanting to chase any vestige of recrimination and guilt from Maeve�s mind and heart. �All you did was restore the Meridian. Lambert was fated to die�and you were fate.�
�Small comfort,� said Maeve. �I suppose I can live with that, but how do they undo a major intervention if they don�t like the results? Look at what we went through at Tours, and what we�re struggling with now with this naval campaign. It�s not as simple as snuffing out the life of one man.�
�Suffice it to say they do find a way,� said Paul. �We have to accept some givens here. Knowing exactly what they did to change things in the first place gives them a real advantage, it�s much easier to set them right again. For us, it�s a huge guessing game. We can see where an intervention is occurring, but trying to nail down exactly what they did is tough work. This incident involving the fishing trawler is a perfect example. If they did send that boat into Brest with an agent, then they knew exactly where it originated. They can turn that operation off with a single message shifted in the day before the boat leaves. We have to guess, and cover every possible embarkation point�fish, flesh and good red herring, to quote Maeve�s old English proverb.�
�Damn,� said Kelly. �You�re right. The best defense is a good offence.�
Paul just looked at him, the light of yet another realization gleaming in his eyes. �That�s it!� he said snapping his fingers. �By God, that�s it!�

Chapter 11

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 8:20 A.M.
Maeve sighed. �I don�t see any clear way we can intervene yet. We keyed on this British cruiser, but the Assassins could have operated against any of the other Pushpoints as well�like L�tjens� decision not to refuel, or the faulty radar set on Bismarck that caused Prince Eugen to take the lead, anything.�
�That sounds suspicious too,� said Kelly. �Just like Sheffield takes the lead in the altered history line and runs into that German battlecruiser. Are we seeing a pattern here?�
�Wishful thinking is more likely,� said Maeve. �If you suspect tampering with Bismarck�s radar, then they would have to have an agent aboard the battleship.�
�Not necessarily,� Kelly argued. �They could have sabotaged it during construction.�
�And timed its failure specifically for this sea engagement?� Maeve didn�t buy it.
Paul waved his hand excitedly. �Hold on, people. This will lead us around in circles again. I think we�ve established that the Pushpoints involved here are not easily restored once they are disturbed. The campaign is too fragile. It seems like any little nudge this way or that results in a scenario that favors Bismarck, at least if we mess with the Pushpoints we�ve been focusing on thus far. It shows you just how lucky the British were in this campaign.�
�So what are we going to do?� Kelly looked at him, stroking his chin.
�We�re going on offense,� said Paul. �We�re going to attack. I said it earlier, and it looks like it�s coming down to exactly that. We�ve seen how futile it is to try and restack the cards defensively. Let�s face it, Bismarck had more than a good chance of making it safely to a French port. That she failed to do so hinged upon a number of very shaky events, any one of which may be sufficient to decide things in her favor if it fails to occur. It was sheer luck that the British got that hit on her rudder near the end. But, by God, we have to sink that damn ship�one way or another. It�s the only way we can reverse this intervention. We have to go on offense here and sink the Bismarck.�
�Aye, aye, sir!� Maeve gave him a salute. �But isn�t that what we�ve been trying to accomplish all along? You have a new idea here?�
�That I do,� said Paul. �It occurred to me when I realized that bit about Resonance. If we can sample Resonance filtering in from other possible Meridians in a Nexus Point, then the Assassins can too, just as you suggested. And if this is the way they ran this mission, then we have to fight fire with fire here. We can�t go about trying to uncover and snuff out their intervention. We have to counterattack, and we use the Golems to sample Resonance until we come up with something that sinks her.�
�But what, pray tell, do we use for ammunition?� Maeve was still playing devil�s advocate, but Paul gave her a knowing smile.
�Information,� he said quietly. �Knowledge is power, right? And we know the entire history of this very famous battle, from one end to another. Remember that movie called Final Countdown? It was about a modern day aircraft carrier that gets transported back in Time to the eve of the attack on Pearl Harbor. They knew exactly where and when the Japanese were going to attack, and with that knowledge that single ship could have taken out Nagumo�s entire carrier task force.�
�That�s the flick with Kirk Douglas!� said Kelly. �But they don�t do that in the movie.�
�The point is, they could have,� said Paul.
�Well we don�t have an aircraft carrier to spare here either,� said Maeve, �at least I didn�t see one down in the garage.�
�But we do have information,� Paul said coolly, �information vital to the outcome of this battle. You�ve heard the expression �loose lips sink ships?� Well we�re going to loosen up these lips, ladies and gentlemen. If we get the right information to Royal Navy Intelligence, at the right time, then my bet is that they�ll do the rest of the work and sink the Bismarck.� He looked directly at Maeve, because he knew his suggestion was fairly radical. It was her watch on Outcomes and Consequences that had set the rules and parameters of past operations. What he was proposing now was probably going to sound treasonous to her, perhaps even insane.
She thought for a minute, saying nothing. Kelly looked at Paul, then Maeve, but neither one spoke. Paul had learned a good lesson selling shoes as a very young man. In any sales situation there comes a moment in the pitch where you toss the question to the customer, and then shut up. Nine times out of ten the person who speaks next loses. He had made his proposition and he simply folded his arms, waiting.
Kelly was just about to say something, but he saw Paul move a hand slightly as if to wave him off. Then Maeve broke her silence and weighed in.
�Explain,� she said, angling for more clarity. �How do you propose to notify British Intelligence?�
Paul had not thought through all the possibilities, but he was relieved not to hear a flat out NO on Maeve�s part. This was a fairly direct tampering with the course of events. He was amazed that she held her composure, and he crept carefully into a few possibilities, hoping he would not end up in a long argument.
�Most signals traveled by wire,� said Paul. �Agents and operators were all over Europe�coast watchers, the Free French underground, and British and American agents as well. They sent lots of coded messages by cable, and there were also established telephone links. The Admiralty had a direct secure line out to the Admiral of the Home Fleet where he rode at anchor in Scapa Flow.�
�You�re suggesting one of us goes back and cables the Admiralty?�
�That�s about the size of it,� said Paul. �Would you like fries with that?�
Kelly smiled. �It�s a good idea, Maeve,� he chipped in. �Doesn�t sound dangerous, either. All we�d have to do is get to a telegraph station�anywhere. We could shift into merry old England and waltz over to the telegraph office, send a nice cable to First Sea Lord Pound, then find a good pub and have a few brewskies!�
Maeve angled her head to one side, lips pursed with a look of admonishment that soon gave way to a smile.
�For that matter, we could even run a Spook Job,� Paul suggested. �A quick in and out.�
�You want to toss the First Sea Lord an apple or two?� said Maeve.
�Well, we�ve seen the technique work once already to save all Christendom and the Western world,� Paul smiled.
�With a little help from yours truly, and a good Arabian stallion,� Maeve returned.
�Right,� said Paul. �And look how we received that invitation to send Robert back. You see what I mean? A message can travel much easier than a person�and with very little risk.�
�Assuming it gets to the right hands,� said Maeve. �The Admiralty doesn�t have a working Arch, do they?�
�No but they�ve got working telephones. The key thing here is that it�s the information that�s decisive. In this campaign a little foreknowledge goes a long way. Our adversaries knew exactly where to aim their kick. They took out Sheffield in this instance, with a very simple intervention using that fishing trawler�I�m sure that�s what they planned. They may not have known what the actual outcome would be in the beginning, but my guess is that they thought it would weaken Force H in some way, or simply strengthen the German hand by sparing Gneisenau. They probably had no idea it would even work��
�Until it did work,� said Maeve.
�Right you are,� Paul continued. �They got the result they were hoping for and we got Palma. Now� there are loads of other vital points in this battle that we could impact with crucial information delivered at a key moment. We can operate just as they do. We get information to key players in the scheme of things, the Primes, and then we sample Resonance from here to see if it has the desired effect. When we get an outcome that ends up sinking the Bismarck, we can go have a good pizza and hopefully get some rest before the next alert goes off.�
Maeve shrugged. She realized what this meant�direct intervention, providing information that the Prime Movers in the scenario would not have been privy to. It had real risks, but the more she thought about it the more she came to conclude that the impact would probably be limited. It might affect the outcome of this battle, and then stop there, at least she hoped as much. And how was this any different from making sure a bishop and his family get cut down by Dodo and his armed thugs while you stand there watching, fully responsible? Kelly was correct when he said this was wartime now. The gloves were off. Bismarck was fated to die, and all they would be doing is making sure she meets her appointment with a couple of British battleships.
She looked at Paul and decided. �Work up a scenario,� she said. �I�ll go get Kelly his peanut butter and jelly sandwich and check on the professor.
Paul exhaled with relief. This just might work, he thought. He had a sudden thrill that he was about to assume that omniscient-like role that he often took when playing one of his war game simulations. Every time he played he realized that he was acting with full knowledge of the history involved, the mistakes and successes of both sides, and the outcome. As a game designer he was always trying to create rules and systems aimed at frustrating or neutralizing the human player�s inherent advantage of historical hindsight. He had played many games where the computer AI was programmed and given special bonus skills to try and offset this advantage, but no computer had been able to beat him yet. His knowledge of the history, combined with good strategy and tactical sense, made him a master of the board. Computers could beat human chess players because the outcome of each new game was completely unknown at the beginning. But Paul knew how this game needed to end, and he was determined to win it, one way or another.
�Let�s get busy, Kelly. Those damn Assassins just messed with the wrong guy.� Paul pulled up a chair, ready for battle. �Now the British knew Bismarck was out. She made stops at Grimstad Fiord and at the Norwegian port of Bergen, where they photographed her earlier. Naturally they kept flying recon missions over those locations to see if she was still there, but the weather was bad, and by the time they got a break Bismarck had already left. They overflew both targets and saw no sign of the Germans, but this was a full thirty hours after Bismarck steamed.�
�So they were late getting orders out to the fleet?�
�Correct. It was no small matter to send thousands of tons of military shipping out, packed to the gills with fuel, ammunition, not to mention thousands of sailors. They would only act on reliable information, and this is our first opportunity to get it to them.�
�Lay it on me,� said Kelly. �What do you suggest?�
�This may be a stretch,� said Paul, �but what if we rigged up a short wave to broadcast, perhaps using Morse code, and also using code words we know were viable at that time given our hindsight on the data. Now we just shift that baby in on a Spook Job�just long enough to broadcast its message�and then we yank it back here.�
�I�ve got some cool radio equipment down in the computer lab,� said Kelly. �One has an audio dock and I can load MP3s into it, and time them for playback.�
�Maeve is going to be a problem on this one,� said Paul. �We�re talking about a solid state component here, with transistors, not tubes, right?�
�And on-board microchips, a gig of RAM, a USB port with MP3 dock, and an account with iTunes,� Kelly smiled. �That�s going to be a real problem with Maeve, believe me.�
�Well it would only be for a very few seconds�in and out. We can select an isolated area as well to prevent any chance of it being seen during those few seconds. Hell, the damn Assassins don�t have these qualms. The Order thinks they have some kind of mobile equipment they can deploy and interface with natural power sources like the Oklo reaction I stumbled upon in Wadi Rumm.�
�Yeah, but we don�t know if they�re taking it back in Time. That was in our era. Remember, Maeve will have to sign off on this, and we�re talking about a woman who fed your apple to her horse and then ate the damn message you sent to make sure nothing would be left behind.�
Paul raised his brows, a pensive expression on his face. �I see what you mean,� he said. �She gave me a pass when I smuggled that .22 rifle in on the Grimwald mission, but she�ll go ballistic if we try to shift in modern equipment like that.�
�Well�� Kelly thought for a minute. �Rantgar made a point of saying it was easy to transmit information through Time. Suppose I set the thing up and we place it just behind the event horizon line in the Arch Bay. Then I open the continuum and we broadcast a coded message�we just send the information through! Hell, if it doesn�t work then we can always fall back on my plan to shift in and send a cable.�
�I�ll bet you�d love to get your hand on a pint or two in a pub,� Paul smiled. �Alright, my friend, can you set this thing up to transmit Morse code?�
�I can transmit it myself, right here from the console. I know the code. All I have to do is plug a Wifi adapter into the USB port on the radio, and we can link it to our system here easily enough.�
�Cool! Let�s do it,� said Paul.
�Then what�s the message?�
�I�ll need to do some research first,� said Paul. �Let�s see if we can call up some records of wartime signals traffic and codes.�

Chapter 12

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 9:10 A.M.
Nordhausen had been pouring over history files, comparing RAM Bank data to new Golem reports on the altered Meridian they found themselves marooned on now. He was looking at all the Pushpoints in the campaign as Paul had described it, frustrated to find it still so difficult to piece together a coherent picture of events, even these very significant actions from recent modern history.
Facts were jumbling up in his head, and he could see no clear way through them. They stretched out like stepping stones across a fast running stream. He would get one bit of seemingly useful information here, another there. But finding a way to jump from one to the next and cross the stream was proving more difficult than he thought. On more than one occasion he had worked forward from an assumption based on some information he had uncovered, only to find other facts rendered his assumption invalid.
Maeve found him working at the History Module, sipping at a lukewarm cup of coffee and jotting down notes on a lined paper notebook at his side. Even in the computerized world, where everything had its digital expression, he still found something about a good pen and clean white paper to be comforting.
�Any luck, professor?� She came in with a pot of fresh coffee and warmed his mug.
�Thank you�but no, I haven�t come across anything significant yet. As well documented as this campaign was, the waters can still be fairly murky.�
�Paul�s on to something,� she said, telling him about the new tack in their thinking about Resonance and simply working up a scenario by way of offensive operations.
�That�s our war game designer,� said Robert. �I thought Paul would love this mission the minute I found the trail on Kasim al Khafi ended at that raid on Bardia by the Royal Navy Commandos. Finding that service log from the section leader, Thomason, was a stroke of luck I suppose, but suddenly the whole affair is wrapped up in the battle for the North Atlantic. So what is Paul planning?�
�He�s thick as thieves with Kelly on the main console. They must be planning a mission scenario on how we can get key information back safely. I�m going down to wardrobe to see about costuming in the event we need to send anyone through.�
�Well remember, I�m size nine and a half. Find me some decent shoes this time, will you?�
He went back to his computer screen, grateful at least that they had some sense of direction now, and the burden was off his shoulders for a moment. He had carried the ball from the moment he shifted back to meet with Abbot Emmerich at the Abbey of St. Martin, and right on through the discovery of this new plot involving Palma. After digging up Kasim al Khafi and his terrorist son Kenan Tanzir, he somehow felt that he now had to work up some scenario to get rid of them. Yet modern military history was not his forte, and he was thankful that Paul was well engaged.
He leaned back, noting a passage on the screen he had been reading about naval events just prior to the Bismarck campaign. He had been looking at the career of Vice Admiral Holland on HMS Hood, and the service records of that ship in particular, struck by an odd discovery that the Hood had only fired her guns in anger one time before her fateful engagement in the Battle of the Denmark Strait.
The pride of the British fleet for many years, she had shown the Union Jack all over the empire, and the world. She was at Mers-el-Kebir off Oran when the British Force H was ordered to fire on French ships there. And the next time her guns roared their fire against an enemy ship, she was in the Denmark Strait tangling with Bismarck. It was another eerie connection between the father of the terrorist and the Bismarck campaign.
The British were to lose a knight when Hood sunk, in more ways than one. Vice Admiral Lancelot Holland was aboard her during the battle, and went down with the ship. Yet he struck one last blow from the watery grave, of his shattered ship, or so it seemed.
The Bletchley Park code breakers had a windfall earlier that very month when H.M.S. Bulldog forced a German U-Boat (U-110) to surface and captured a working Enigma code machine! A few days later this prize was augmented when one of the Bletchley Park savants suggested German weather reporting ships at sea might also possess code equipment, and become far easier targets.
Vice Admiral Holland aboard the cruiser Edinburgh led a carefully planned raid on the weather ship M�nchen on station in the Atlantic, and captured more valuable information that was subsequently used to find and sink all the German oil tankers and supply ships their surface raiders would have to rely on after a successful breakout. In effect, Sir Lancelot�s joust in this small adventure put an end to the German surface raiding campaigns, even though his much more famous battle with Bismarck had overshadowed this fact. It would take until June to account for all the German oilers, so Bismarck�s sortie still had potential and dangerous energy about it.
It seemed to the professor that Vice Admiral Holland was going to stop the Germans one way or another, yet he achieved more leading a cruiser against an unarmed weather ship than by leading Britain�s pride of the fleet against its German counterpart in the Denmark Strait. History was often like that, full of ambiguities, ironic twists of fate, hidden heroes, unknown little actions that were often lost in the shadow of greater events. Like this very moment, he thought. Here I am plotting away to save the Western world, and only three other people on the planet know about it! He was just another unsung hero, like Odo of Aquitaine in that last mission, he thought.
He stared at his computer screen, reading something there that confused him a moment and set him to flipping through pages of the notebook he had been scribbling on.
�Now that�s odd,� he whispered to himself a moment later. He felt a strange vibration, heard a thrumming sound and the rotation of power turbines below. At once he knew that Kelly had fired up the Arch system.
�What�s going on,� he said aloud. Have they got a mission up already? Why wasn�t I notified? He sat up straight, setting his notebook aside as the vibration increased and the telltale sound of the Arch was clearly audible.
~ ~ ~
Up in the main lab room Paul and Kelly had worked something out, and Kelly was already down in the Arch Bay setting up the equipment while Paul discussed things with Maeve.
�I found what looked like an old steamer trunk on eBay last month,� she was telling Paul. �It was apparently owned by an American naval officer, complete with uniforms, papers and personal effects as well�right down to the matchbooks. I don�t know what compelled me to buy the damn thing, but I did and it�s been added to the wardrobe below. So if we have to go in, the cover of a uniform might give us some latitude. There were American liaison officers involved with the Royal Navy, yes?�
�True,� said Paul, �but we may not have to shift in just yet.� He told her what they were planning, emphasizing that the radio equipment would be placed behind the event horizon line, with no danger of shifting.
�It had better not!� she said, predictably. �That�s all we need is for a microcircuit board to turn up in 1940. It would change everything!�
�Well don�t worry,� Paul assured her. �We�re going to transmit from that location and see if we can just get a Morse code message through.�
�Better idea,� said Maeve. �No one takes in a radio from our time. War or no war, we have to exercise some caution here. Information that may impact the outcome of this particular battle is one thing, but modern day computer equipment in that radio is quite another. It would have much greater impact if ever left behind.�
�Our first message for the Brits will be sent in the early evening of 21 May. Bismarck sailed from Bergen at that time, but it wasn�t confirmed for another 30 hours due to bad weather. We�re sending confirmation, in the guise of a coast watcher�s report. We�ve had a look at existing records of the forms and codes, and we�ll sign on as �Lonesome Dove.� Hopefully it will compel Admiral Tovey to put to sea earlier with the Home Fleet.�
�Hopefully,� said Maeve.
They heard a buzzer and saw the red warning lights flashing near the heavy titanium security door. It edged open on its great silvered hinges and Kelly came rushing through, half winded, back from the Arch Bay.
�We�re ready to set sail, Admiral,� he said with a smile. �The whole thing is set up, and I even put a pre-amp in the mix to give us some additional power. I have no idea how the magnetic aura of a breaching operation will effect everything, however, but its well behind the event horizon line, so no danger of losing it.�
�Let�s get to the bridge!� Paul was eager to get their little campaign underway. Moments later they had established themselves in the main lab, Kelly at the shift monitor with Paul, and Maeve standing by at the Golem module. Her job was to monitor anything she could find in the Resonance stream that might indicate the British reacted favorably. To that end Paul had links established to the service records of several major ships involved. The exact times they pulled up anchor and set sail were clearly documented. Hood was to have set sail at exactly 2356 hours, a whisker before midnight on 22 May. Her task force departed Scapa Flow enroute for Hvalsfjord.
�Keep an eye on these records,� said Paul. You may have to refresh the pages after we transmit.�
�I�ve got some custom Golem searches pre-programmed for you as well,� said Kelly, pointing at her screen. �There�s a menu in your upper right corner.�
�Aye, aye, sir,� said Maeve.
Paul looked at Kelly. �Well, in honor of another famous Captain who went on to make Admiral� Engage!� He lowered his voice, doing his imitation of Star Trek�s Captain Picard.
Kelly began toggling switches, bringing the Arch up to speed. �Quantum fuel is stable,� he said. �Taking her to 80%. That should be all we need for a simple breach. I should be able to hold open a window to the designated coordinates for several minutes. There won�t be any pattern recognition sweep either, so we�ll conserve power that way too.�
The Arch thrummed to life, peeling back the layers of causality as the singularity formed and spun out. �I did not have to be too specific on spatial location, he said, and I networked the Golems into a computation cloud for fifteen minutes to nail down the temporal coordinates. This was a fairly easy algorithm sequence. The equation is re-usable as well, so we can try several times on these coordinates. Shifting the temporal variable is easy.�
�Where are you opening the continuum?� Maeve�s inner sense of caution prickled up the moment she felt the vibration coming from the Arch.
�Right over London,� said Kelly. �Well up in the atmosphere. I�m just going to establish a breach and transmit. On my mark� three� two� one.� He gave the go signal and the peculiar vibration of the Arch changed ever so slightly. There was a slowly rising tone in the humming below them, and Kelly began to tap out a message using the space bar of his keyboard. This went directly to the radio equipment below, and was hopefully broadcast through the decades, to a gray evening over London, May, 1941.
He tapped away, his face set with concentration. The seconds seemed like hours, but the breach was really only open for a minute or two and he completed his message in the peculiar series of codes words Paul had given him. When Bismarck had first been sighted off the coast of Malmo, Sweden the coast watcher there had simply sent a telegram: Pit Props and Battens Rising. The message Kelly sent was equally obtuse, though in layman�s English it told a fairly plan story after decoding, ending with a precise time and the call sign Paul had chosen:
�To all stations. Bergen. Today. Bismarck and Prince Eugen have put to sea. Time: 1712. Lonesome Dove.�

Part V
Changes

�Those who expect moments of change to be comfortable and free of conflict have not learned their history.�
�Joan Wallach Scott

�If you want to truly understand something, try to change it.� 
�Kurt Lewin


Chapter 13

Western Approaches Command, Liverpool, 21 May, 1941
Lieutenant Simms was still on the �Huff Duff� receiving station that evening, a bit bleary eyed from the long day�s work. �Huff Duff� was the handle for HF/DF, the High Frequency Direction Finding equipment that would work in coordination with established �Y stations� and ships at sea to detect and track incoming wireless signals. His net had been full of the usual fish that evening, weather bulletins, convoy traffic, an occasional suspected U-Boat sighting, but at 21:40 hours he picked up an unusual signal.
�Hello,� he said to himself as the coded message came in, loud and clear. �What�s this about?� The signal used proper form and template, though the signalmen indicated �Origin Not Fixed� in the upper check box on this report, time number 17:12. That, in itself, was an oddity, as most traffic crossing Simms� desk would be well fixed for point of origin. He did note the signal was designated �Sky Wave� and not �Ground Wave� traffic, which could mean a few things. Either it was sent from an aircraft, the most obvious conclusion, or it was a fluke of the weather given its bearing. Sky Wave signals that reflected from ionospheric layers were usually of lower strength and made bearing and range determination unreliable. But Simms noted that, while the signal strength was very high on this intercept, the bearing line was still left blank, filled only with a single question mark.
He nonetheless set about completing the decoding, looking up the closing call sign in his code book to verify it as legitimate. It was one of sixteen independent variable codes allowable that month, �Dove.� The handle would tend to indicate the signal originated from a clandestine operator, yet in this case Sky Wave traffic would be unusual. He picked up his telephone, ringing up the Signalman for more information.
�Just calling on signal bearing for message 1712,� he said. �The field was left blank.�
�Not sure on that one, sir,� came the reply. �We make it somewhere between South 20 East and South 40 East, sir, but it was very brief and we couldn�t get a fix, as there was no triangulation.�
�Very well, Signalman. Be sure to note the field properly on all incoming messages, whether you have a permanent fix of not. Carry on.�
Simms took a brief look at that bearing, noting the heading would be at 220 degrees and take the line right over London. He extended the line in his mind, noting it would cross the channel and strike the French coast near Abbeville, and concluded it might be traffic from a Free French underground operator. Yet he could not be sure, as they would need a second intercept point to triangulate.
He decided to make another call to the Y station desk. �See hear, he said. I�ve a message, number 1712, without proper triangulation and bearing. See if you have anything on it, will you? I�ll hold.�
A minute later the voice at the other end of the line had more data for him. �We get a bearing of 180 true out of Hull, and another at South 40 West out of Norwich. No other stations reporting.�
�Well, well, well,� he said, looking at his chart again. The lines were all intersecting over London! Why would someone be sending from there? He crossed out his presumption note on the first bearing and underlined �Source Unknown.�
�I�d best get this to the Admiralty, in any case.�
~ ~ ~
Minutes later the decoded message was clattering down the tubes in the receiving desk at the Admiralty Citadel. It was opened and passed to a staff officer, who read it with some interest.
�See hear,� he said to the Deputy Chief on duty at the time. �We�ve news on Bismarck! It seems she is reported to have left Bergen after all.�
�What�s that?� The Deputy Chief reached for the signal, reading it, his brow tightening as he scanned the notation. �Source unknown�� }Presumed Free French.{�
�Sailed from Bergen? How would the Free French know about it then? Wouldn�t this come in from coast watchers in Norway?�
�I would assume as much,� said the staff officer. �That note has been crossed out, sir.�
�Damn sloppy, isn�t it? Well let�s get hold of Air Command and see about a photo run into Bergen. In the meantime, we�d best pass this on to the Admirals. �
�Right away, sir.�
~ ~ ~
It was all of an hour later before the telephone rang again at Fleet headquarters, Scapa Flow, the second time that day. Aboard the flagship King George V, Admiral John Tovey�s flag flew proudly in the waning light, and his Chief of Staff, Commodore Patrick �Daddy� Brind answered. The line it came over stretched from the ship out across the Flow via buoys to a land station, and from there down over the Scottish Highlands for the whole of the 500 mile journey to the Admiralty Citadel in London. It had carried the voices and commands of many proud and distinguished men over the years, including Churchill himself when he held the post of First Sea Lord, and now it carried what looked to be a vital report concerning Tovey�s number one headache.
The Bismarck was reported to have left Bergen! There was no confirmation from Air Command as yet, and the source of the message seemed a bit vague, but there it was. �To all stations. Bergen. Today. Bismarck and Prince Eugen have put to sea. Time: 17:12. Lonesome Dove.�
The fleet was already on four hour standby, the boilers fired up on the ships at anchor, the crews called in, fuel tanks topped off. Cruisers, always the eyes and ears of the fleet, had already been dispatched to patrol stations on the most likely courses an enemy ship could take to the Atlantic. They had Norfolk and Suffolk scheduled to watch the Denmark Strait, and the wider passage between Iceland and the Faeroes would be patrolled by the cruisers, Arethusa, Manchester and Birmingham, assisted by a gang of local trawlers given the sea area involved.
The news that arrived that evening had an immediate effect. Admiral John �Jack� Tovey was a big, amiable, and sometimes bawdy man, quick to smile but just as likely to redden up with a temper when things did not suit him. Headstrong at times, even relentless, he had a coolness under fire that was as much derived from his obstinate will and his insistence on doing what he deemed most appropriate in any situation.
He was a sea going admiral, seeing the duty aboard ship as essential to morale. What was good enough for his sailors was good enough for him, and his men had both great admiration and respect for him. A natural leader, Tovey was a student of tactics and ship handling, as capable a captain as the Royal Navy possessed until he was promoted to acting Admiral of the Home Fleet. The man at sea, he believed, had the best information at hand to make a decision in any engagement. As such he sometimes resented the overweening interference by desk laden officers in the Admiralty, including the First Sea Lord, Admiral Pound, who had a predilection for sticking his thumb in the pie whenever possible.
Aboard King George V, Tovey was restless and worried tonight. He remembered those long months, early in the war aboard the cruiser Galatea, where he had slogged from one end of the Med to the other in long, dull escort cruises for steamers and cargo convoys in 1940. He eventually handed that command over to another man, finding himself marooned on Malta for a time with little more than a handful of old Australian destroyers to command. Yet, as fortune would have it, he was not aboard his old ship when Galetea was torpedoed off Alexandria by U-557, and went down with a loss of her captain, 27 officers and 447 ratings.
He didn�t linger on the island long. Italy entered the war, Tovey got a cruiser squadron back and had a chance or two to try and prove some of the aggressive tactics he so strongly advocated. Months later he had come to his new assignment in Scapa Flow with his flag planted aboard the inter-war battleship Nelson. Yet he was glad to get the much more modern ship he had now. He believed King George V was a match for anything the Germans could sail against him, and he was determined to prove as much.
The weather had been worsening that night, with rain and low clouds, and Air Command had little in the way of new information for him. The news that the Germans had put to sea electrified him, as it confirmed his own worst suspicions as he had watched the clouds thicken on the horizon that evening.
�Funny thing about this intercept,� he said to his Chief of Staff Brind, �It seems to have a fairly muddled origin. Even the call sign used was an independent. Who is this �Lonesome Dove?� It didn�t come in from our usual sources. What do you make of that?�
�Well, sir,� said Brind. �The Admiralty must have considered that question, and if they chose to pass it on they must have satisfied themselves.�
�I suppose you�re right, but yet we�ve had no confirmation?�
�Air Command isn�t likely to get us anything with this weather, sir.�
�What could she be up to, Brind?�
Prematurely gray for his age, Patrick �Daddy� Brind was equally cool in demeanor, a perfect Chief of Staff. With the ability to keep and analyze vast amounts of information, he could give a sensible, clear appraisal of most any situation.
�Could be anything, sir. She might be escorting a convoy up to Trondheim, then again she could just as easily be the nucleus of a raiding force bound for Iceland. The Germans know how valuable our position is there.�
�Quite,� said Tovey. �Yet it�s even more likely that she�ll try for a breakout to the Atlantic. What do we have out there at the moment?�
�Admiralty reports convoys SC-31 and HX-126 inbound, and presently south of Iceland. There�s three more off the coast of Ireland, including the troop transport Britannic with HMS Rodney escorting her, sir.�
�Yes� Thought Tovey. We may end up needing Rodney if worse comes to worse. In any event, we�d best get steam up and put some heavy ships to sea.� Tovey was worried about jumping the gun, wasting valuable fuel and possibly even revealing his cards to the Germans at the same time. But given this information there was little else he could do.
�Signal Hood and Prince of Wales to make for the Denmark Strait as planned. They can refuel at Iceland and take up station there with Norfolk and Suffolk. And we�ll move shortly as well. I intend to take out King George V in four hours. Repulse will join us at sea. I�m still wondering about Victorious. She�s only got a handful of planes and air crews, and not a lick of real experience in the lot.�
�She did put in a satisfactory exercise this afternoon,� said Brind.
�That she did, but I wasn�t comforted with the conversation we had with their Senior Squadron Commander. Those men are raw fruit. Never landed on the deck of a carrier before their arrival here. And they�ve no experience making torpedo attacks either. I�m not sure what good they�ll be to us in a situation like this.�
�Yet having a carrier with us, even with a very few planes, could prove useful,� said Brind. �We can fly them off in air search missions�extend our eyes should Bismarck manage to slip out. It�s a big ocean out there and we�re stretched all too thin.�
�I suppose you have a point in that,� said Tovey. �Very well. Victorious will come along then. I want to be ready to sail just after midnight.�
�Aye, sir. I�ll see that the orders are sent.�
�By lamp,� said Tovey. �We�re to observe strict radio silence from this moment on. No use letting the Germans know we�re on to Bismarck, eh? I had a hunch that devil had put out to sea. Only I didn�t think we�d possibly get confirmation for another day or longer. With this news we�ve saved at least 24 hours. I don�t know who this Lonesome Dove is, but I�m glad he flew my way. Let�s get to sea!�
Hood and Prince of Wales threw off their moorings, slipped out though the anti-submarine netting and were out to sea in short order. Tovey would follow with the rest of Home Fleet four hours later. Word went out to all cruisers on patrol to be especially vigilant, then orders were given to enforce radio silence unless any cruiser had a confirmed enemy sighting. In the meantime, it was incumbent upon Admiral Tovey to get heavy assets into a position to intercept the German task force at the earliest opportunity. Bismarck would be sailing with the eight inch gun cruiser Prince Eugen, and together they would prove a formidable battle force. Though the great German battleship had yet to fire her main 15 inch guns in anger, her design and specification, as known to Tovey at that time, were ominously impressive.
It was therefore his intention to send no less than two capital ships against her in any engagement. His own flag ship was a modern design, one of the fleet�s newer additions, built with the prospect of a second war in mind and launched in February of 1939. Most of the Fleet still sailed in ships dating back to the First World War, however. In fact the old lady, HMS Hood, had her keel laid in 1916 and launched two years later. While she was the pride of the fleet, she had been built with considerable firepower while sacrificing armor for speed. She could run out to 31 knots in her early sea trials, but by 1941 her best practical speed was 28 knots, still fast for a vessel carrying eight big 15 inch guns. Yet her deck armor was thin, less than an inch in some places and no more than three inches at best.
Tovey also had another old battlecruiser in hand, the HMS Repulse, two years older than Hood, and carrying 15 inch guns, but only six of them, paired in three turrets. Among the fastest ships in the world when she launched, Repulse could still easily run out to 28 knots, and then some if needed, though her engines and plants were showing their age.
The ships that followed these venerable battlecruisers into service had been powerfully built and well armored battleships, the Rodney and Nelson. Their design was unlike anything else in the fleet, with nine heavy 16 inch guns, all mounted in three forward turrets. The unusual arrangement allowed her to present enormous firepower as she approached a target, but she could only run out to 21 knots. If these ships had been built to chase down enemy battleships, their sluggish speed made them completely unsuited to the task.
So it was that the Royal Navy decided to fill the need for a truly modernized battleship with the newer King George V class. The designers wanted the speed to catch anything they set their sights on, the power to hurt and sink it, and the armor to stand with the best the enemy could throw back at them. King George V was not a perfect design, but she answered those three requirements well enough. Her guns were slightly smaller than Hood, just 14 inchers, but she carried ten of them in an unusual configuration. One turret with four guns each was placed at her bow and another at her stern. Then a second, smaller turret with two barrels was mounted above and behind the forward guns. This gave her six barrels in her forward arc of fire, four aft, and a broadside of ten. Her armor was better than either Hood or Repulse, approaching 15 inches in thickness at the belt, with deck armor up to 5.4 inches, twice the thickness of Hood. And she could run out to 28 knots in speed, giving her a potent combination of firepower, protection, and vital speed.
In making his deployments Tovey had paired two capital ships in each task force. Hood was stronger than Repulse, so Admiral Holland made his flag there and sailed with the latest addition to the fleet, another KGV class ship, the Prince of Wales. This ship was inexperienced, still beset with mechanical problems, and put to sea with repair crews aboard to work the bugs out of her firing turrets. In setting these two ships off together, Tovey hoped the experience of Hood would augment the youth and rawness of Prince of Wales, and together they could turn 18 big guns on any enemy they did battle with.
For himself, he set his flag here aboard King George V and would order the battlecruiser Repulse, now at anchor in the Clyde, to join him once he put to sea. Each ship had experienced crews, though they had slightly less firepower together than Holland had, being two guns short on Repulse.
Still, it was a sound deployment, thought Tovey. Bismarck had only eight 15 inch guns, even if she was fast and very well armored. He still reasoned that either of his heavy task forces would outgun her, and the lighter 8 inch gun cruiser Prince Eugen would not be a significant threat if they could get some early hits on the larger battleship.
So it was that he put to sea just after midnight as the 21st of May slipped away to a new day. It would be a momentous time, he thought. He could feel it in his bones, smell it on the cold night mist over the Flow. One task force or another was going to find and confront the German behemoth, and the outcome would decide the course of the war in the North Atlantic for some time to come.
But which would it be, Tovey wondered? Would Bismarck make for the more distant, yet narrow passage of the Denmark Strait, or the closer and more direct passage between Iceland and the Faeroes? That choice would determine who fought her, and hundreds of miles away, Admiral L�tjens was considering that very question aboard the most powerful ship in the German Navy.

Chapter 14

Norwegian Sea, Battleship Bismarck, 21 May, 1941
Coming to Bergen was a mistake, thought Ernst Lindemann, Kapitan of the Bismarck, but Admiral L�tjens must have had some reason to delay here. Was it only to provide time for the new paint? The deck crews had been busy the whole day, painting over the dazzle ship camo scheme and covering up the prominent swastikas on the decks with canvass. The ship would get a new coat of �battleship gray,� which was much more suitable given the steel gray sky and waters of the Norwegian Sea.
Perhaps it was Prince Eugen, he decided. The smaller ship had been ordered to take on fuel from the tanker Wollin, but we could have just as easily steamed directly to the Weissenburg, another tanker on station in the Arctic Sea. It did not surprise him when a lone RAF Spitfire overflew the harbor at 1100 hours that morning, photographing Bismarck riding boldly at anchor right under the curious and astonished noses of the local sheep farmers.
Strange that the Admiral seemed to feel no need to refuel Bismarck. True, she had much greater range than the cruiser, but the ship was already 200 tons light due to a faulty refueling hose, and they had already burned that much again just to reach this place.
The Admiral came in to the ward room, and Lindemann gave him a brisk salute.
�It�s good to be underway again,� he said. �I trust you are ready for some exciting days ahead, captain.�
�To put it lightly, Admiral. Have you given further thought to our course?� The decision as to which passage they would take was crucial now, but L�tjens pursed his lips, as though the matter was still troublesome in his mind.
G�nther L�tjens was a tall, aristocratic seaman, a career officer with a long and distinguished record. The navy had often insulated itself against the encroaching ideology of the Nazi party, and L�tjens was a perfect example of that. He was definitely not a party man, and believed the appalling treatment meted out to the Jews was a stain on German honor. He provided aid to certain Jewish associates, and also refused to dismiss any valuable staff member simply because there was a suspicion of Jewish blood in their genealogy. More than this, he went so far as to make a formal written statement protesting the atrocities of Kristallnacht against the Jews, and when Hitler had come to tour the Bismarck just before its launch, the Admiral boldly greeted him with a standard navy salute, and not the stiff armed salute of the Nazi Party.
With nearly 30 years in naval service, he had early experience on fast torpedo boats before landing his first command on the Karlsruhe in 1934. After that he commanded many of the newest German raiders, including both Scharnhorst and Gneisenau in the recent Norwegian campaign, as well as the heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper the previous year. Now he set his flag on the Bismarck for operation Rhein�bung, or �Exercise Rhine� as it was to be called. His mission was to break out and strike the convoy system, and this time the presence of a single battleship as escort for the slow fat prey would not give him pause.
First, however, he had to choose the best route into the Atlantic, and get by the Royal Navy screens. There were four possible routes, but the first two he discarded immediately, being too close to British air assets and their Home Fleet at Scapa Flow. He knew he would most likely have to fight his way out, but there was no sense thumbing his nose at the British by trying to race for the Orkney or Shetland Island passages. No, it would come down to the Faeroes or the Denmark Strait.
The more distant passage was a narrow channel, with one side choked with sea ice and the other often shrouded in fog and mist. Far from enemy planes, it had been used successfully time and again by the raiders which had broken out earlier. Admiral Sheer and Hipper had used it, as well as Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, both now laid up in the French port of Brest for repairs.
That was the problem, he thought. Once a ship did break into the Atlantic it would find few friends and many enemies. The Germans had positioned weather ships and oilers to resupply the raiders, and of course there were packs of U-Boats here and there, but with a speed of no more than 15 knots they were too slow to keep up with the fast raiders, and could only pose a temporary threat to pursuing British ships, or temporary reinforcement should any be in the vicinity of a surface engagement.
�If it�s Denmark Strait we should have taken on more fuel as well,� said Lindemann, and he reminded the admiral about the faulty hose.
�Don�t concern yourself with such details,� said L�tjens. �Look at the big picture. Once we break out they will have fits trying to find us, and stopping us is out of the question.�
�I would like to be of the same mind, Admiral, but they managed to bottle up Scharnhorst and Gneisenau.�
�Those ships don�t compare to Bismarck,� said L�tjens�but at that moment there was a knock on the door and a midshipman made a crisp salute when Lindemann let the man in.
�Signal from Group North, sir.� He handed the captain a decoded message, saluted again, and left.
Lindemann read the note, a look on his face that spoke the misgivings in his mind without a single word. �Home Fleet has sailed from Scapa Flow,� he said quietly. We got a Heinkel in for a look three hours ago. All the major vessels have put to sea.�
L�tjens was not happy. �How did they manage that?� he said.
�There are enemy coast watchers everywhere, sir,� said Lindemann. �We would have done better to have stayed well away from the Norwegian shore, and lingering in a fiord, even for the few hours we spent here to refuel Prince Eugen was almost certain to stir up interest. Our new paint job may come at a high price.�
L�tjens nodded grimly and moved ahead in his thinking. He turned to the stolid captain, his hands clasped behind his back as he considered. �Your thoughts, Lindemann?�
�Let�s put on speed and get well out in the Norwegian Sea,� he said. �We can make the decision later. If we remain undiscovered, all the better. But if they find us first our choice may be forced upon us. For now we should get as far from British air cover, and the watchful eyes on this coastline, as possible.�
�I agree,� said L�tjens. �The British have occupied the Faeroes, but intelligence has seen no sign of an airfield there yet.�
�But there is a carrier at Scapa Flow, sir�or there was. It�s more than likely put to sea with the British Home Fleet.�
�Something to consider, but not to fret about, Lindemann. British carrier power is weak and over rated. �If we could have finished up Graf Zeppelin and brought her along with us we would be all but invulnerable, but if wishes were horses�� He was referring to the sole German aircraft carrier, a ship still fitting out after construction had been halted and her AA batteries cannibalized for duty in Norway. If the Germans had known how important carriers would eventually be to the outcome of the war, they might have given the ship top priority. As it was, naval strategy in the Atlantic was still dominated by the deployment of battleships. The era of the dreadnought had not yet come to an end.
�Steer 315 degrees northwest, and increase speed to 28 knots,� said L�tjens. �We�ll make a brisk run out to sea, then slow to 24 knots while we re-assess the situation. And one of us had better get to the bridge with that order.�
�I�ll go, sir,� the captain offered. �You rest and join me in the morning. I�ve managed to get a little sleep as we came north.�
�You are too kind,� said the admiral. �Very well, but inform me at once of anything important.�
A half hour later L�tjens was resting in his quarters, his mind still rolling with the increasingly heavy seas. The entire Home Fleet had sailed, which meant enemy intelligence was much more persistent than he imagined. Was he being too careless? Lindemann�s warning, first about the need for additional fuel, and then about Bergen and the Norwegian coast had already been proven wise. That damn fuel hose, he thought. Yet if they held this present course for a few more hours he could still steer north to rendezvous with the oiler Weissenburg. It would be his last chance to top off his tanks before he sailed south.
The thought also passed his mind that this was only postponing the inevitable. He could waste as much fuel going north and back again as he might gain. Why not simply turn south west and make a run for it? With two ships he could blast his way past any opposition. The British could not possibly concentrate the whole of their fleet against him. They had to plan for every eventuality, and would be spread like too little butter over bread. Yet, knowing the British, they would scrape up enough of a battle force to make a credible showing.
He thought about the problem, considering the ships that would sail to meet him. There were two old ladies, Hood and Repulse. Old, yes, but dangerous nonetheless. Then there were two newer battleships, King George V and Prince of Wales. One was seasoned, the latter barely off the fitting docks. Neither should be dismissed lightly, he thought, though he had every confidence Bismarck would prevail against any of these ships. In fact, with Prince Eugen at his side the odds were in his favor even if he met two of these ships together. But if he met three?
He gave a moment�s thought to the carrier Victorious, then put that ship out of his mind. Her puny aircraft, few in number, would pose no real threat. They were slow, single engine biplanes from a bygone era, and no match for the Bismarck�s considerable anti-aircraft guns. He would blow them out of the sky, even if they were to be so lucky as to even find his ships.
Again the question returned to his mind. Will it be the Denmark Strait or the Iceland Faeroes Gap? He had taken Scharnhorst and Gneisenau through the former easily on his last outing, but consistency was the hobgoblin of little minds, he thought. Would the British be expecting him there again?
Sleep eluded him, and he rested fitfully that night, though there were no alerts, and thankfully no air raids. His task force remained undiscovered when he arose the following morning to join Captain Lindemann on the bridge.
�Good morning, captain, any developments I should be aware of?�
�One signal intercept,� said the captain. �We�re observing radio silence and so I did not acknowledge it.�
�And what was the subject?�
�It seems we have a list of the dinner guests,� said Lindemann. �Hood and Prince of Wales are steaming together and heading for the Denmark Strait. The remainder of the fleet is following four hours behind, but it is my assumption they will be watching the Iceland Faeroes Gap.�
�I see,� said L�tjens, considering. �How did we come upon this intelligence, I wonder?�
�We must have a man on Iceland,� said Lindemann. �It seems there is a lot of activity�preparations for refueling operations, and the name Hood was heard at the docks. Group North was not specific, but they seem to have the matter in hand.�
�Very well,� said L�tjens. His mind seemed much clearer now, in spite of the long, restless night. He decided. �I want to come about to 225 degrees southwest,� he said flatly.
Lindemann hesitated. �Then we are turning now, sir? You don�t want to rendezvous with Weissenburg?�
�We�ll steer for the Faeroes Gap at once,� said the Admiral. �Our fuel should be more than adequate, even at high speed.�
�I see,� said Lindemann. �Are we prepared to take on the Home Fleet?�
�That is not the question, Lindemann.� The admiral gave him a shrewd smile. �The question is whether they are prepared to take on Bismarck. Now, if you would be so kind�� He gestured toward the ships navigation station.
Lindemann had a strange feeling of misgiving about the turn. Something told him the world had shifted slightly off its axis just now. What was it the Admiral had cooked up in his sleep? He was turning right into the teeth of the enemy fleet, heedless of the consequences. Against his better judgment, he put duty first and said nothing more.
�Come about to course 225 degrees,� he said firmly, and the order was quickly repeated, the ship turning smartly in response. �Signal Prince Eugen the same,� he finished.
A few moments later both Fate and Bismarck were on a new heading, south by southwest, into the Faeroes Gap.

Chapter 15

Iceland Faeroes Gap, HMS Arethusa, 23 May, 1941
Cruiser Arethusa was steaming well up in the gap, her patrol skirting the coast of Iceland. Off to her right, well over the horizon, two other cruisers rolled in the increasingly heavy seas. Manchester held the center post, and Birmingham the segment closer to the Faeroes. Together the three ships made up the Northern Patrol Line, yet it was still a vast gray ocean around them, with too few eyes scanning the sea for any sign of the enemy.
Of the three mice stealing out in the wide Iceland-Faeroes Gap that day, only Arethusa was blind insofar as radar was concerned. Her equipment would not be installed for another month. The other two cruisers already had their sets, installed late in 1940, and so they would use their type 286 radar to look for the enemy in their wider ranging patrol areas. Being a fixed antenna, this system could only scan the forward arc of the ship, and so the cruiser had to be steered this way and that, in a ziz-zag pattern to widen the arc of her radar search. The equipment itself had been adapted from RAF air to surface radars for planes, and was also limited in range, but it was yet one more way they could gain a vital contact and establish a bearing in the gray, squall swept ocean.
Arethusa had a long service history, and had been active in the defense of Norway and assigned to Home Fleet ever since. She had the honor of conveying the president of Poland to safe ground in the England in June of 1940, and briefly wore the flag of Admiral Somerville before he transferred to the HMS Hood just two days later. Also active in the Med, she had served with Force H and was only recently over a rough patch after a collision with a merchant ship that had sent her into the Tyne for repairs late last year. The crew called it �The Curse of Mers-el-Kebir,� for Arethusa had been with Somerville�s battle squadron on that fateful day when the British opened fire on the French Fleet. She had concentrated her effort against the French shore batteries and harbor area, doing some damage there. But after the affair, it was said that many ships who took part in that action ended up suffering some mishap at sea or a spate of bad luck.
Her Captain Graham was not a superstitious man, however, and he sailed his ship with confidence in spite of the appalling weather conditions that day. There were also strong forces nearby that shored up his confidence. HMS Hood and Prince of Wales had passed well south of his position some time ago. He noted the time at 2000 hours, or 8:00 pm.
By now Admiral Lancelot Holland on the Hood had been ordered to forsake his refueling stop at Iceland and proceed directly to his assigned patrol station in the Denmark Strait. Almost due south of his position Admiral Tovey was at sea with the Home Fleet, though he was some 200 miles away. Still, it gave him comfort to know the fleet was there. All these great ships were waiting on the cruisers, he thought. Unless they caught sight of the German raiders soon the big battleships could do little more than steam about wasting precious fuel. It was his job to see what could be done about that, and he had already spent the better part of two long days in a fruitless search.
He did not have long to wait.
Off in the mist, shrouded by low lying clouds and fog, her forward watchmen thought he saw something dark against the slate gray sea. He looked again, waiting, until the clear shape of a superstructure and hull emerged from a bank of sea fog.
�Ship sighted, right ahead!� he shouted, and it was a monster.
The warning claxon sounded, and the crew beat to quarters, manning her small six inch gun turrets, though Arethusa was not there for a fight. Her captain immediately gave the order hard to starboard and the cruiser careened through the heavy sea, her wake fuming as the screws spun up to high revolutions for 32 knots. She sped away, heading east towards the nearest friendly vessel as her signals operator tapped out the warning that would now set every other ship at sea in motion, tens of thousands of tons of heavy metal suddenly energized by the call to arms.
�Bismarck sighted, 22:07 hours, NNE my position.�
~ ~ ~
Days earlier,U-556 under her young captain Herbert Wohlfarth had been lucky enough to find a few ships as well, convoy HX-126, inbound to Liverpool from Halifax. With 38 ships in all, two other German U-boats had already picked off a few stragglers, and now it was Wohlfarth�s turn.
His U-boat had an odd connection to events that were about to transpire. Newly built, it had the distinction to berth right next to the mighty Bismarck while she was also fitting out, and came to think of her as an elder sibling. When his boat was to be commissioned in late January, 1941, Wohlfarth had petitioned the splendid band aboard Bismarck to mark the event with a stirring song. To make his plea, he had gone so far as to send a cartooned drawing to the battleship�s Captain Lindemann, depicting his tiny U-boat as a bold knight fending off torpedo attacks against the larger German ship, and towing her safely away from harm. Lindemann was good humored enough to have it framed on his wardroom wall, and sent along his band. Thereafter, Wohlfarth had pledged he would defend the mighty Bismarck in any sea, and do his utmost to keep her from harm.
Now, however, he feasted on the slow, lumbering transports of convoy HX-126. On his inaugural cruise he had done quite well, sinking four other ships before he found this convoy. His tubes were running low on torpedoes, but he had enough left for one more good attack before he turned south for the safety of the U-boat pens on the French coast. The sea was clear and relatively calm that morning, and he quickly put two torpedoes into his forward tubes, ready for launch.
They lanced out against a hapless steamer, the Cockaponset, and quickly broke her back, capsizing her and sending her to the bottom in short order. Wohlfarth smiled at the hit through his periscope viewer, and gave the order to load tubes again.
�Just three fish left now,� his executive officer admonished.
�A pity,� said Wohlfarth. The convoy was wholly undefended. �We can pick them off at our leisure!�
�We might find better fare elsewhere,� his XO suggested. �These ships are no more than 5000 tonners. And don�t forget that signal from Group North, sir. There�s a major operation on, and Bismarck may be heading this way in time. We may have a chance to sail with her after all!�
�All the more reason to save a few torpedoes,� his navigator Souvad, put in, siding with the executive officer. �This whole area is likely to be full of British warships in little time if Bismarck attempts a breakout. If we could get a hit on a British cruiser it would be a Knight�s Cross and commendations for all.�
Wohlfarth thought, looking through his periscope again where another steamer was ponderously before him, silhouetted by the light of the burning oil slick from Cockaponset. Her name was British Security, a tanker, though he did not know that at the time; quite the misnomer, as her position could not be more insecure at that moment.
It was too much of a temptation, and Wohlfarth gave the order to fire. Two more torpedoes were soon on their way, and they struck the tanker fore and aft, assuring she would be a leaking, burning wreck within minutes.
�Looks like we hit an oiler,� said the captain.
�With two torpedoes, captain?� the navigator had an edge of protest in his voice. �One would have done nicely. Now we have only one fish left.�
�Thank you, sub-lieutenant,� Wohlfarth said quietly. He rotated his scope, scanning the horizon. There were plenty of ships he could maneuver on, though with only one torpedo remaining he would have to line up his position much more carefully. Perhaps he could find another straggler. The convoy was already making a hard 90 degree turn to try and escape. They would set loose more smoke rafts to mask their position, but it wouldn�t help them. Only the presence of an attacking British destroyer would matter now. But there were no destroyers or escorts in his immediate vicinity.
He thought for a moment. Six ships was not a bad tally for his first mission, but he wanted number seven, lucky seven, he thought. That would make a nice story back at the U-Boat pens in France� but if it were a British cruiser he might have the honor of telling it to Admiral Raeder himself!
�Very well,� he decided. �We�ll continue heading west and save our last torpedo for something better. But you had best find me a cruiser, sub-lieutenant Souvad.�
His navigator smiled. �I�ll do my best , sir.�
He would soon make good on that promise.
~ ~ ~
Days later, Tovey received the signals report with both excitement and apprehension. One of his cruisers had found the German task force near Iceland, pushing south into the Faeroes Gap and he immediately altered course to intercept. He was well south of the position reported by Arethusa, and so he took a direct route north, steering just shy of 360 and thinking to close the distance as quickly as possible. His course would take him directly across the westward path chosen by Wohlfarth�s navigator, and the plucky U-boat Captain would get his chance after all.
Tovey was on the bridge of King George V, occasionally using a pair of field glasses for a better look ahead, though his radar and watchmen would do the job for him well enough. They had been steaming at 27 knots for some hours now, eagerly awaiting the next report from their cruisers to the north. Yet Arethusa never reported again, and there was still no word from the next ship in the patrol line, HMS Manchester. What had happened? He was tempted to send out a wireless radio message, but knew that would only foolishly give away his own position. Yet where was Bismarck?
An hour later he had a message from the Admiralty informing him that they had a suspicious DH radio fix to his north, but there was no word from Arethusa. Ne noted the position and time on his chart, but the news gave him little comfort. A DH fix would have been obtained by a radio transmission intercept. Why would Bismarck break radio silence at a crucial moment like this� Unless it was to crow about her first kill, he thought. Was she still heading south on a collision course with his battle fleet, or had she steered southwest. In that case Hood and Prince of Wales would have to deal with her first. He had ordered Admiral Holland to also plot his best estimated intercept course, and so at that very moment Tovey was satisfied to know he now had four big ships bearing down on the scene, more than a match for Bismarck and her cruiser escort.
Yet those odds were soon about to change.
Unbeknownst to the admiral, a German U-boat, number 556, was gliding quietly beneath the turbulent waves above. It was the sister ship to boat 557, the very same U-boat that had sunk Tovey�s old light cruiser, the Galatea, off Alexandria. Somehow fate had entangled the two boats with Tovey�s life line, and U-556 was about to complicate his mission enormously.
The fleet was kicking up high spray as it labored through the heavy seas, and the sound of the churning props would make any hydrophone contact on the submersed sub impossible. Nor would radar do him any good, even if U-556 were to have surfaced. The tiny U-boat would be lost in the much higher wave crests, which were already sending false contact echoes back to the forward radar screens.
Aboard U-556 Captain Wohlfarth was informed of the noise of many turbines over head. His heart leapt, both with the danger and the opportunity this might afford him. Wary of running afoul of a lethal British destroyer, he nonetheless crept his boat quietly up to periscope depth, though he would be nearly exposed due to the turbulence above. The tiny boat heaved about in the high seas, but Wohlfarth was amazed when he looked through his periscope to see a line of large British warships steaming right across his path! If he fired quickly the chances of getting a hit were very good.
�Load that last torpedo!� he shouted. �Make ready to fire!� The claxons sounded and the small boat was suddenly alive with activity and men leapt from rest stations, fell from swinging hammocks, and squirmed through narrow passages and up ladders to reach their action stations. For the next breathless minute Wohlfarth struggled to get a bearing. �Starboard fifteen,� he ordered, and his navigator responded.
�Starboard fifteen sir, coming around as best we can.�
�Fire now! Down scope. Make your depth 150 feet.�
The whoosh of the torpedo was followed immediately by the dive claxon, and U-556 plunged into an oncoming wave, nearly thirty feet in height, and did not emerge. She slipped beneath the sea to a safer depth and immediately changed heading again to confound any possible response from the enemy. Wohlfarth wanted to get as far from his torpedo track as possible, as any escorting destroyer would sight down that track to range on his position. Once safely away he would surface and see if his last torpedo had been lucky after all.
It was.
~ ~ ~
Aboard HMS Repulse the warning call of the leeward spotters came too late for the ship to maneuver. �Torpedo off the Starboard side!� Astonished at the alarm, all her captain could do was put on speed by ordering all ahead full. Had he not done so the torpedo would have struck his battlecruiser full amidships, where the belt armor was thickest and the anti-torpedo bulge was designed to shield the inner hull and divert the explosion up and away from the ship. Yet every captain would do his best first to avoid a hit, and he had no clear sighting of the torpedo�s wake to make any better judgment at the time. As it happened, the increase in speed caused the torpedo to strike him astern, very near his rudders, where the armor was much thinner and the potential for serious damage much greater.
Repulse had been struck a fateful blow. The explosion was heard as a mere thump on the bridge when it struck, but moments later the captain had his report on the damage, for his ship veered to starboard almost immediately, his speed falling off considerably.
Aboard King George V Admiral Tovey was informed of the trouble at once. �A U-boat attack?� he said to his Chief of Staff. �At this speed?�
�Must have run right afoul the bastard,� said Brind. �Report from Repulse indicates her rudders are badly damaged, sir. She�s had to fall off to 14 knots and is steaming in circles until they can get divers in the water to have a closer look at the situation.�
�Damn,� said Tovey. �Of all the bloody bad luck!� he fumed. Yet his mind immediately took stock of what he must now do. �We�ll have to leave the destroyers here with her, now. They�re running low on fuel in any case. Better they stay here with Repulse than just set off homeward. They can draw fuel from her if need be.�
�And may I suggest we detach a cruiser as well, sir?�
Tovey thought for a moment. He also had to consider the carrier Victorious, surely a prize target if there were U-Boats about. He had little worry for his own ship, believing the hit on Repulse to have been nothing more than sheer luck at the speed they were making. Yet, where there is smoke, there is fire. How many other U-Boats might be near? He may have run right over wolf pack in a picket line, deliberately deployed here to assist Bismarck.
�Detach Aurora, but the rest of the fleet will keep station. I�m afraid we�ll have to zig-zag now, at least for the next hour.�
The signalman sounded off with a new message. �Admiralty reports Coastal Command has a sighting, sir.�
Tovey read the message: Two ships sighted; presumed Bismarck and Prince Eugen, heading 200 Degrees south, southwest. Cruisers Manchester and Birmingham now maneuvering to shadow contact. He noted the position and time, leaning over his navigation chart with Brind, Captain Patterson and two staff officers, Lloyd and Bingley.
�He�s altered course after the sighting, sir,� said Lloyd, as he did some quick calculations with his ruler and plotting pen. �We�ll have to steer due west to intercept now.�
�Make it so,� said Tovey, still broiling at the loss of Repulse at a crucial time like this. Now his battle fleet had been reduced to the King George V and a handful of light cruisers. Victorious would bring up the rear, but she would steer well away from any potential surface action if they found the enemy. He was haunted by the thought that just a few degrees bearing to port or starboard, his task force would not have encountered the hidden U-Boat and this could not have happened.
�Can Victorious hope to launch anything in this weather?� said Brind. �If we could get some further confirmation on Bismarck�s position from the shadowing cruisers it would surely help matters. We might even return the favor and put a torpedo or two into her gut, sir.�
�Wind near forty knots, seas at forty feet� I very much doubt it,� Tovey replied. �But things change,� he breathed. �Things change��
�Aye, sir. Coming round to course 270 degrees west.�

Part VI
Clash of Arms

�Failure and success seem to have been allotted to men by their stars. But they retain the power of wriggling, of fighting with their star or against it, and in the whole universe the only really interesting movement is this wriggle.��
~E.M. Forester

�Coincidence is God�s way of remaining anonymous.�
~Albert Einstein


Chapter 16

HMS Hood, South of Denmark Strait, 23 May, 1941
�Signal from Home Fleet Sir,� a signalman on the bridge took the message and handed it to Captain Kerr. He read it briefly and handed it off to Admiral Holland, the grey haired TF commander. They had been steaming all night since first learning that Bismarck was sighted off the eastern coast of Iceland, their best intercept course plotted at 135 degrees southeast.
�We�ve received a further sighting report,� said Kerr. The admiral read the message. �Catalina CA-12 out of Loch Ewe, eh? Has the sighting been confirmed?�
�Manchester and Birmingham have come down and moved into position behind the Germans,� said Kerr. �And then there�s this�� He handed the admiral another message, the look on his face telegraphing bad news.
�Repulse stuck by a torpedo?�
�It appears so, sir.�
�Bad bit of luck there. All the more reason to put on speed and see if we can get into the fight.�
�We�re making a steady at 26 knots, sir. Prince of Wales is still having teething trouble with her number two turbine, but she�d holding station well enough.�
�Tovey is steering due west.� The admiral pointed to his chart table. �Assuming Bismarck holds her course, he should meet up here in about three hours.� He drew a circle where the lines intersected. �Where will we be?�
�About here, sir.� Kerr pointed to a spot a half inch or so off the eleven o�clock position from the expected engagement.
�That would put us some 20 minutes to half an hour late to the party,� Holland shrugged. �See what you can do to squeeze a few more knots out of this old lady.�
�We can try, sir, but it�s those leaky steam pipes. We�re still diverting fresh water to the boilers as well.�
Holland nodded. �Hate to think of Tovey going it alone,� he said quietly. �If he were to steer another fifteen degrees to port we might all arrive together.�
�We could break radio silence and make the suggestion,� said Kerr, �but then Jerry would hear us as well and know he�s got someone on his starboard beam.�
�Quite so,� said Holland. �Mums the word then. We�ll carry on.�
~ ~ ~
With Home Fleet they were working feverishly in the aircraft bay of Victorious. The Air Crew Chief shook his head, pointing at a long sleek Type XII torpedo on its loading dolly. �Careful with that now, mates. We�re heaving and pitching all over the place. Keep a firm winch on that as you load it.�
The crews were arming the nine remaining Fairey Swordfish, the old WWI era biplanes that were the primary torpedo strike plane for the British in 1941. Dubbed �Old Stringbag,� the planes were light, canvass sided, and lumbering slow, with a limited effective strike range of about 120 nautical miles. Their targets were already inside that range circle, or so the rumors had it. Whispers came down from the signal room and made their way into the guts of the ship, tossed from one man in a swinging hammock to another below decks, to another in a crawlway or stair ladder. Others shivered at their action stations, their faces wrapped in heavy woolen scarves, their eyes goggled against the biting cold wind, wishing they had had no news at all and thinking how much better it would be if they were asleep in a relatively warm bunk somewhere.
�We�ll give these fish a new nose,� said a midshipman. He was referring to the new magnetic pistols they had been fitting into the noses of the torpedoes, and he kissed his hand, slapping the cold metal side of the weapon for good luck.
�Well, see that you get them on straight,� said the Crew Chief. �The darlings flying these old girls will need all the help they can get. Green tomatoes, every last one of them. Don�t know how they managed that demo flight at the Flow before we left, but they did. Yet this is no parade show here, mates. This is mean contemptible ocean out there, waves up at forty foot high, and the wind on deck at forty knots. When these Fairies get sight of a few fireflies from them German ships we�ll see the boys made men soon enough.�
He was referring to the wink of flak bursts the German ships would fling at the slow planes as they came in on their attack run. �Well, see that you get them pistols on straight then, eh? Least ways they might not have to actually hit the damn targets.� The magnetic pistols were keyed to go off in close proximity to the metal hull of the ship, and so the torpedo was designed to run beneath the hull and explode on the soft underbelly. �Set the depth at 34 feet. It�s Bismarck we want with these lovelies.�
�Hey Chief, what do you make our chances without Repulse along for the show?�
�Bit of bad jam, that was,� said the Chief. �I�ll bet the admiral is hacked off to no end over on King George. But that�s a worthy ship, mates. She�ll give good account of herself if it comes down to it. Don�t you worry none about that. Yours is this business right here,� he pointed with his spanner again. �Get them fish tipped off and strung up on them planes, now. And be quick about it!�
~ ~ ~
Two hours later the radar watch on King George V reported a signal ahead at long range, just over 22000 yards, and seconds after the crews were arming up the main turrets, the massive 14 inch shells heaving up on their hydraulic lifts. The riveting shrill sound of the alarm had shaken the crew to life, jangling nerves and setting the whole ship alive with frenetic, urgent motion and energy.
On the bridge Admiral Tovey waited anxiously for confirmation from his range finding stations. He considered his own theory now, the tactic he had long advocated of making a fast forward rush at the enemy at high speed to close the range. If he had been leading in Repulse, he would have given it strong consideration. Her decks were far too thin to accept plunging, long range fire, and she would do far better up inside 14,000 yards. But Repulse wasn�t here, and he was missing her six 15 inch guns as well. So instead of steaming full on at the enemy, he decided to open his aft fire arcs as well and get all his available guns into play. King George V had the armor to better endure a hit at this range.
The cruisers would help with Prince Eugen, but not make much impression on a ship like Bismarck. That was for King George V alone now, and he wanted all ten guns in action as soon as possible. As the range closed to 21000 yards he considered his situation.
The sun would be rising behind him soon, starkly silhouetting his task force against the lightning horizon while his ships fired at an enemy still wreathed in shadow and mist. He was missing Repulse, and two of his five cruisers were now safely escorting the light carrier Victorious from the scene. That left him with King George V and a few cruisers to take on the enemy. While an even match on paper, perhaps, Tovey was experienced enough to know that anything could happen the moment the big guns began to fire. He still had time to alter course and break away. He could stand off, shadow the enemy, and wait for Admiral Holland and his two big ships to come up on the scene.
I should wait, he thought. I should not fight here. Not now. Not without Repulse and Holland�s task force. God only knows where he is now. But that will go hard on me at the Admiralty, won�t it, particularly if anything happens and the enemy slips away. To have Bismarck in sight and turn away without a fight would just not do. The silence from Arethusa leads me to suspect the Germans have already got their fangs into us. For the Home Fleet to back off now would not go well at all. He bit his lip and decided to begin hostilities.
�Port fifteen,� he said to Captain Patterson, bringing the ship slightly to the left so that his rear turret could bear on the targets, adding four more big 14 inch guns to the action. �Execute when ready.�
The word was passed quickly and the massive thunder of his first salvos shook the whole ship, their yellow orange fire lighting up the night, followed by the black billow of cordite smoke. Watchmen could smell the power when it ignited, and taste it in their throats as they pressed their eyes tightly on the rangefinder goggles hoping to see the result on the char black horizon to the west. One thought he saw the tall white plumes of the shells leap up in the far distance, and then a shape emerged, darkening the early morning further, as if it stood watch against the sun itself, an ominous shadow at the edge of the sea. Another smaller shadow followed in its wake, Satan�s apprentice. The dreadful Bismarck had been found at last.
King George V was soon ready to fire again, this time from her forward batteries where the four barrel number A turret would sync with the smaller two guns above it to fire a salvo of six shells. The second massive concussion lit up the night, but seconds later Tovey saw the horizon crackle with gold and ochre fire. The enemy had returned his greeting, and he soon heard what sounded like a distant ripple of thunder, then the incoming scream of heavy metal. The salvo fell astern, mostly over his ship, and churned up the sea in the interval between King George V and her first cruiser escort.
The cruisers were led by HMS Kenya, a new ship, only just commissioned in August of 1940 as one of the first Colony Class Light Cruisers. She was a sleek, fast vessel, and, as the sun slowly began to lighten the sky in the east, she would soon possess a unique defensive advantage. Called �the Pink Lady� by her crew, the ship had been painted out in the �Montbatten Pink� camo scheme. A shade of mauve, it had the effect of blending the silhouette of the ship into the violet tinged sky of the early dawn or gloaming dusk. The British fleet had an inherited disadvantage in that they were steaming with the sun rising behind them, but the Pink Lady would remain largely invisible to spotters at this range, seen only when her twelve 6 inch guns fired their salvoes. She was the second British ship to open fire, selecting the smaller trailing shadow in the distance with her weaker guns.
Then came a violent red orange light on the horizon, followed soon by a sharp crackling roar and a low growl. No one who heard it would ever forget the sound, and the British crews knew unconsciously that the first salvo they had seen had been from Prince Eugen, and that this time it was Bismarck�s wrath flung at them from the distant sea. The sound of the incoming shells was a fearsome wail, and Admiral Tovey was stunned to see huge columns of seawater straddle his ship, great fuming geysers sending sea spray all the way up and over his bridge, the grey white foam drenching the forward view screens. He heard a hard chink, and knew intuitively that metal shrapnel had struck the armor siding of his ship.
�Damn!� he said sharply. �Two points to port, captain. That was too close for comfort.�
His rear four gun turret returned the fire, but only two barrels answered the call, a weak rejoinder to the deadly accurate fire of the enemy. Seconds later the Germans fired again, this time both ships ripping loose in what looked like a long chain of ball lightning on the horizon. The deadly shells arced up and fell, plunging heavily into the sea around them, but one found metal, striking King George V on her forward decks, very near the edge of her main turret there. The resulting explosion billowed up in smoke and fire, blotting out all view of the enemy ships for a time.
�A-turret reports a fire, sir!� Captain Patterson was listening intently, the voice tube pressed against his ear.
~ ~ ~
Aboard Bismarck his opposing counterpart, Captain Lindemann, smiled when he saw the explosion strike the British battleship. �It�s a hit!� he said eagerly.
He was a serious man, with sharp, bird-like features, thin blonde hair pressed tight on his head, penetrating beady eyes and prominent ears. He held binoculars in one hand, and a cigarette in another as he watched the battle begin. Standing a few feet away, Admiral L�tjens smiled with satisfaction.
�Give them another,� he urged. �Our guns will make short work of them. What do you see, Lindemann? How many capital ships?�
�One battleship in the lead sir, and two cruisers behind her. The cruisers appear to be falling off station. There�s a considerable gap between them and the lead battleship.�
�As they should,� said L�tjens. �Signal Prince Eugen to concentrate her fire on the cruisers. We�ll deal with this battleship.�
Anton and Bruno, the two forward turrets on the great German ship, fired again. Seconds later Caesar and Dora fired from the ship�s aft quarter. The Germans had the range, and they could already smell blood in the water. Hours earlier these same guns had made brief work of the hapless Arethusa, striking her amidships and breaking her back in a massive explosion. The crew of Bismarck had watched in awe as fire and smoke engulfed the target, and the cruiser shuddered down into the violent sea, keeling over as the great waves clutched at her.
Like a killer whale that had once tasted human flesh, the Bismarck was now a dangerous and rabid thing set loose on the seas, a thing of darkness and vengeance. Anger and death were in her guns, and the great mass of the ship seemed to split the sea itself, surging through the tumult of white capped waves at 28 knots, riding easily in the high seas with her great weight and wide beam making her a stable firing platform even in rough water.
L�tjens could not know just how much was at stake on the table of fate that morning as he clawed at his enemies. He was caught up in the heat of the moment, smelling the hot cordite and watching the enormous roar and fire of his guns. He had been fortunate that the enemy came out of the rising sun, for his range finders were able to bore in on the lead ship at once. Yet, even as he squinted through his binoculars at the distant enemy, he was unaware of another threat stalking him from the shadowy swells off his distant starboard beam.
~ ~ ~
There Admiral Holland was leading Hood and Prince of Wales in a valiant charge, engines straining as the props pushed the great ships through the heavy wave sets. They were still hidden over the dark western horizon, their bows rising and falling as they labored toward the rising sun, and the faint rumble of thunder ahead.
�Marching to the sound of the guns,� said Holland to Captain Kerr. �They�re out there somewhere,� he pointed, �and when we come up on it we�ll be in a good position. The whole scene will be silhouetted against that violet sky.�
�Aye, sir,� said Kerr. �If we get there in time, that is.�
Holland thought for a moment, how many battles like this had been fought in the past, by brave men at arms marching into uncertainty, or wriggling through the night on their bellies as they crept up on enemy lines. King George V was in a fight for her life, there was no question of it now. She had a slight advantage with 10 guns against eight on the Bismarck, and Tovey�s light cruisers could stand against Prince Eugen. It was a fairly even match, he thought, and in such circumstances it all came down to pluck and luck. But if he could arrive, in the nick of time, stealing in like Blucher on Napoleon�s flank on the field of Waterloo, then the odds would shift dramatically against the Germans. He would bring the eight 15 inch guns of the mighty Hood into the fray, and behind him Prince of Wales was the image and likeness of the ship that now bravely engaged the German dreadnought. Together they would add eighteen big guns and an equal measure of valor to the British cause.
If he could only get there in time�

Chapter 17

Bismarck, Faeroes Gap, 24 May, 1941
The sun was coming, still veiled by the purple horizon which rose in shades of vermillion to a pale blue above. The weather was off their starboard beam, where the western horizon was still wreathed in shadow and low cloud. The winds had fallen off somewhat, but the seas were still high. Bismarck surged ahead, her big guns firing again and again�nine salvoes in all until the flash and smoke of yet another hit on the leading British ship was seen, this time amidships.
�We�ve got her again,� said Lindemann, but they soon heard a thump and crash, felt the ship rock slightly, and the admiral looked at his captain.
�It seems they�ve got us as well,� he said quietly.
The news came up quick enough, and Lindemann smiled. �Near miss aft,� he said through a puff of cigarette smoke. �We took most of it on our side armor there. Minor damage.�
�Good news,� said the admiral.
�She�s turning sir!� A staff officer pointed to the battle line ahead. Lindemann and L tjens watched as thick black smoke enveloped the lead ship and she veered in a sharp turn. The line of cruisers followed behind her, firing as they made their turn. Lindemann peered through his binoculars. �There�s a third cruiser now. I thought they were falling off given the lengthy gap behind the battleship, but there�s a ship there! She just fired.�
The Pink Lady, HMS Kenya had been largely invisible, but now revealed herself with a full salvo of twelve 6 inch guns. They streaked in, falling behind the big German battleship, but two struck Prince Eugen, and they could clearly hear the explosions. Then this ship turned away, and the cruisers following her were all making smoke, adding a thick smudge of black and grey to mask the rising sun on the horizon.
~ ~ ~
AboardKing George V Admiral Tovey was not a happy man. His forward main turret was jammed by debris from a near hit and unable to bear accurately on the target now. He still had two guns above in the smaller turret, but now his rear main battery reported two misfires in the last salvo, and the crews feared that if they opened the breaches on those guns the cordite bags packed in behind the heavy shells could explode. To make matters worse, the ship had taken a second hit amidships, and damage reports were unclear. The shell had narrowly missed his rear smoke stack and sheered away the launching crane for a small seaplane mount. There was a fire, he didn�t know how bad, but he presumed it would eventually be controlled.
He considered his situation, realizing his ships were now starkly silhouetted against the rising sun, and firing at a distant, shadowy enemy who obviously had the range on him. He was down to just four operational guns for the moment. It would be a long day ahead, and he opted to get his task force on better standing.
�Captain Patterson,� he decided. �Take her hard a port. Signal cruisers to follow and make smoke. We�ll have to get the guns sorted out or this will go badly.�
�Aye, sir.� The captain quickly brought his ship around.
�Mr. Brind, walk with me, please,� said Tovey, and his Chief of Staff was smartly at his side. Tovey fixed him with a serious expression as he walked to the plotting room. �A damn bloody mess,� he said in a low voice. �I think we�d best let Admiral Holland know what�s happened. If he continues on his present course it will put him behind the action in another ten or fifteen minutes, then he�ll be chasing the enemy, with only four guns up front on Hood to harry her.� He noted the chart table.
�What�s our heading now?� The admiral looked over his shoulder at the ship�s captain, and Patterson replied.
�Steering 112 degrees southeast, sir.�
�Very well, hold that course for the moment, and see about those bloody guns!� He leaned on the chart table and squinted at the navigation course plots for his fleet and Holland�s force. �Look here,� he said. �When we get the guns operational we�ll come about to starboard, and I want to be just over the horizon, just off the enemy�s port beam. Now, if Holland turns with us he�ll be running parallel to Bismarck�s present course as well, only off her starboard beam.�
�And well behind her, sir,� said Brind.
�Yes, but still unseen.� The admiral considered. �He�s out of their radar range. What we have to do now is get Victorious into the battle and see if we can slow the Germans down. I suggest we signal the Admiralty that we�ve broken off but we�re maintaining contact with the enemy. No� tell them the engagement has ended and we are in vigorous pursuit of the enemy. That will sound just a tad better to Admiral Pound, eh? And add on code to let them know we�re launching a strike with Victorious. We haven�t scratched Bismarck as yet, and unless we slow her down she�ll edge away, or at the very least she�ll maintain her lead on us. We can stay close, but we won�t catch her if she can run full out at near thirty knots. We can nip at her shadow, but in that instance it comes down to fuel.�
�Right, sir. It�s a job for Victorious,� said Brind. �Hopefully she can get her boys airborne.� He looked at the admiral and both men knew the strike was an iffy proposition. Brind did not remind him of their earlier conversation regarding the raw, inexperienced pilots on Victorious, and she had only nine planes.
�It�s a pity we don�t have Somerville about with Ark Royal as well, sir,� said Brind. �I�d give her the better odds in a situation like this.�
�If wishes were horses, Mr. Brind,� said Tovey.
~ ~ ~
The Air crews of squadron 825 were already up on the flight deck, twenty seven men in all, ready to mount the cluster of planes huddled at the far end of the ship. Each plane would carry three men, and soon they had the signal to mount their winged horses, heavy brown leather flight jackets glistening wet with windblown spray as they hurried over the rolling armored flight deck to the planes. The launch crews were huddled there to receive them, holding on to the still cabled planes in the wind. One by one the crews clambered up into the rickety biplanes, signaling thumbs up. The last was �Speed� Pollard, so named for his slow ways, though even he seemed to move with a sense of newfound urgency.
Victorious, steaming well behind Tovey�s column, steered round into the wind and the planes were unhitched. Just ahead of the clustered Swordfish, the deck crews lurched in and pulled away the chocks. Soon the initial flight of three planes was staged slightly ahead of the others, their engines sputtering to life as the wind ruffled them, wing cables creaking as the first moved forward. The sea spray was caught by the swirling props and flung back against the windscreens. A big wave broke high enough to send spray well up and over the ship�s bow and, as she scudded on through, one of the Swordfish slipped slightly off center, prompting crews to run to the tail and bring the plane round again.
All eyes were on the Flight Deck Officer, where he stood, legs well apart and braced against the wind. By now the first flight was wet with spray, the seawater gleaming on the metal props and dampening the canvas fuselages. Then the green flag was sharply lowered and the roaring engine of the number one plane revved up to full power. The plane�s brakes were released and it went careening down the deck toward the bow, its fixed landing gear lashed by ocean spray as it cleared the ship and slowly gained altitude.
One by one the other eight planes followed, all managing to get off without incident. Minutes later they had formed up over the carrier, and then turned together on a heading of 225 degrees southwest, bound to intercept Bismarck where she was still reported to be steaming due south, not twenty miles ahead.
Tovey watched them come up and over King George V, squinting through his field glasses, smiling when the last went by, and winking at his Chief of Staff.
�I�m sure they�ll find Bismarck,� he said. �Getting good light now.� He had already turned his fleet south as well, and was now running on the parallel track he had discussed with Brind earlier, well off the enemy�s Port beam, and just over the horizon. He had little doubt the enemy had him fixed on radar, though his own equipment still showed the Germans holding course and speed due south.
At least they weren�t inclined to pursue us, he thought. The fact that we�re here may give them some pause. They�re probably uncertain as to how badly we had been hit, and may be more eager to make a clean break out into the Atlantic. The Germans were not here to fight his battleships, he knew. It was the convoy traffic they were after.
~ ~ ~
AboardBismarck Admiral L�tjens was jubilant when the British broke off the engagement. �What was that, five minutes and we put them to route?� he said happily.
�Shall we pursue?� Captain Lindemann gestured.
�No need,� said the admiral. �That is their job. Ours is to get out into the Atlantic. Hold course and speed and we�ll make our turn shortly.�
They steamed south for twenty minutes until L�tjens was certain the British would not angle back into the fight, then a signalman rush in with an intercept. The Germans had decoded it and knew at once that the wound they had inflicted was not fatal.
�They�re shadowing us off the port beam,� said Lindemann. �Strange that they broke radio silence.�
�Informing their Admiralty, no doubt,� said L�tjens.
�Well, we have just taken a light hit, mostly shrapnel on the armor belt. Nothing to worry about. But radar watch reports their gear is down, so we won�t be able to keep an eye on them that way.�
�The guns were firing at high elevation,� said L�tjens. �The concussion may have rattled the antenna. Any word on those cruisers behind us?�
�Last contact had them following, sir, yet at a respectful distance.�
�Yes,� said L�tjens, �we�ve taught them that much. In another ten minutes we�ll make our turn and signal full speed. How is Prince Eugen doing?�
�She suffered two minor hits from smaller caliber guns off that phantom cruiser. Strange we could not see the damn ship. The fires were put out and she is both seaworthy and battle ready, sir.�
�Good. Have her increase speed at once and take station ahead of us. I assume her radar is still functioning?�
�Aye, sir.�
Minutes later the watchmen spotted something on the horizon and soon signaled enemy planes inbound. The crews were still at action stations, but now the smaller AA batteries were swinging round to the port aft bearing, taught hands cranking the chrome aligning wheels to bring the pom-poms to bear, others pulling levers and letting the smooth hydraulics swing the turrets around. Her aft quarter had six single barreled 20mm AA guns, and four more twin 37mm batteries as well.
As the enemy planes made their slow approach they split into three sections, one swinging to port, another starboard and the third bearing straight in on Bismarck�s aft. The rippling fire of the flak batteries raked the sky in front of them, but the planes kept on coming, lumbering through the puffs of exploding shells as bigger secondary batteries joined the fire.
Lindemann went to the side windows and out through a hatch to a watch bridge to have a look. He was back in an instant, ready to maneuver if the enemy got torpedoes on track. �May I, sir?� he asked L�tjens.
�The ship is yours, captain. You may indulge yourself.�
Lindemann expected to see his considerable AA gun protection score several hits on the planes, but they still lumbered on, their ponderous sloth secretly confounding the predictor sighting element on the German guns, which had been calibrated to oppose much faster, more modern aircraft. Most of the shells were exploding well in front of the planes. Then he saw something fall from the lead Swordfish, lancing down toward the turbulent sea. Just as he made ready to give the order to turn, he was surprised to see three explosions. The torpedoes had all gone off the instant their sleek, round noses hit the icy water!
The aft subflight veered away, shorn of their teeth and able to do little more. Now Lindemann rushed back into the bridge, keen to observe the approach of the remaining six planes. Again they launched and two of three torpedoes exploded as they hit the ocean off his port side. One ran true.
�Starboard twenty,� he shouted, maneuvering his ship to avoid the oncoming torpedo. On the other side of the ship one more torpedo exploded harmlessly on contact with the ocean, and two slipped into the sea, running true. One of the oncoming planes went so far as to overfly the ship, raking her with machinegun fire as it went by, in a furious but fruitless outburst that injured no one.
The first torpedo missed, and Lindemann maneuvered smartly to try an avoid the second, yet realized he could not do so. It struck Bismarck amidships, on her thickest armor with an audible plunk, but it did not explode. The captain looked at L�tjens, amazed. �That�s the lot of them,� he said, relieved. �Not a single hit. Half their torpedoes exploded when they hit the ocean, and the only one that got through to strike us failed to go off!�
The admiral was very pleased. He watched the planes flutter off into a bank of low clouds like frustrated moths, pursued by a horde of stinging bees. The flak still chased them, but no plane was hit.
�Signal Prince Eugen and make your turn now, captain,� said L�tjens. �Come round to 230 degrees southwest.�
See Map 1 For a reference on the action that has just ensued.
http://www.dharma6.com/html/map1.html

Chapter 18

U-556, Faeroes Gap, 24 May, 1941
Wohlfarth was elated. He had put a torpedo into a Royal Navy battlecruiser! His seventh ship would not be credited as a kill, but the fact that he took such a ship out of Admiral Tovey�s battle fleet at a crucial moment would assure him the Knight�s Cross for sure.
He turned to his navigator, all smiles after they had successfully evaded the British destroyers. �Souvad, you�re a genius! A true seer!�
�Thank you, captain.� The man made a genteel bow, accepting his laurels as given, and satisfied that the whole crew would share in their moment of glory once they reached the U-boat pens at Lorient.
�Let�s get home then,� said the captain. �That big ship is still steaming in circles, and the British destroyers are hovering around her like fitful hens. �Set the course, Souvad. We�ll run deep for a while and surface in an hour.�
They crept away all that day, and the following morning the signalman reported message traffic when Tovey made his report to the Admiralty. Wohlfarth read the message with even greater satisfaction. �There�s been a battle,� he said. �Bismarck has brushed aside the British Home Fleet and is steaming south for the Atlantic.�
�All the more reason to celebrate, captain,� said Souvad.�
�I told you I would keep Bismarck from harm,� Wohlfarth boasted. �And that is exactly what we did. The British could have used the big guns on that battlecruiser. We may have tipped the scales just enough to assure Lindemann and Bismarck prevailed.�
�No doubt, sir.�
They had been sailing south all night, and the news of the battle that morning ran through the boat, heartening the crew. Wohlfarth issued special rations, and even a round of brandy for all his officers. The men seemed cool, relieved, and very glad to be heading home now on their first major outing of in this new boat.
The seas were rough as they traveled on the surface that day, the lookouts keenly searching every horizon for any sign of enemy planes. They were now in the zone designated �Western Approaches� by the Royal Navy command. It was often thick with heavily escorted convoy traffic, though Wohlfarth did not regret that he had no further torpedoes. Taking on a convoy here was usually a bad move. Air patrols out of the U.K. were another dangerous threat. The best thing for a U-boat captain to do was to get well out into the Atlantic, where the short legged British destroyers would be thinned out, then look to find a lightly guarded convoy such as HX-126 and have a feast.
That afternoon a message came in from Group West congratulating U-556 and informing him that the ship he had successfully torpedoed was HMS Repulse. He was given immediate clearance to return home and a full month�s leave for his entire crew.
As the evening approached, the boat was forced to dive when the watch spotted an incoming plane, a big lumbering Catalina out of Ireland. Far from being mere spotter planes, the Catalinas now carried four lethal depth charges and could make immediate attacks against any target they spotted. Wohlfarth was taking no chances. He dove at once, quickly altering course, and praying that he had not been seen.
An hour passed without incident and he decided to move to periscope depth again to have a look around before surfacing. To his great surprise, he was amazed to spot yet another large British warship silhouetted against the gloaming horizon, and this time he needed no cable to identify the ship.
�Good lord,� he said. �That�s the Rodney!�
HMS Rodney, an interwar build, was a massive lumbering battleship with an unmistakable silhouette because all of her big guns were on the forward segment of the ship, with her armored superstructure and bridge con well back of the huge turrets, like a solitary iron tower, where the ship�s captain surveyed all his guns at once. Slow and heavily armored, the Rodney was often used in convoy escort roles, as her best practical speed was in the range of eighteen to twenty-one knots, though she normally cruised at fifteen to eighteen knots. From the size of her bow wash Wohlfarth estimated the ship was in a hurry. Many a U-boat captain had seen her at sea, in one convoy or another, though none had dared to challenge the pack of hounds she usually had in tow, hungry fast destroyers that would be a nightmare when they were set loose on the hunt.
Wohlfarth swiveled about, leery of just that, but he saw no other ships and he was surprised to find the big ship was apparently steaming alone. The British must be very worried to risk a large ship like that without proper escort. He noted its course and bearing, realizing that this ship must have been detached from convoy duty to join the battle against Bismarck. That thought disturbed him somewhat. Though he knew the Rodney could never catch Bismarck at sea on her own, if she came upon his big sister ship in the thick of a fight, the considerable power of the battleship�s nine 16 inch guns would weigh heavily in the action. He knew what he must do.
�Signalman,� he said quietly. �Raise your antenna, I want to send a message to Group West.�
�And break radio silence, captain?�
�How else?� said Wohlfarth with a wink. �Send this: HMS Rodney bearing 225 degrees southwest, my position. Speed 18 knots. No escorts. Time stamp it and send it at once.�
�Aye, sir.�
The captain would at least let the powers that be know that another large British ship was on the prowl here. It was yet another stroke of fate.
~ ~ ~
�That ship is of no concern,� said Admiral L�tjens, when the signal came in from Group West. Strategic command was passing now to that headquarters as Bismarck moved further south out of Group North�s domain.
�I agree,� said Lindemann, �But we haven�t managed to shake off the British Home Fleet,� he cautioned. �They know exactly where we are now, and I can only assume they also know the speed and capabilities of their own ships. They�re vectoring Rodney in on us, sir.�
�This position information shows her over 150 miles away,� L�tjens protested. �There is no possible way she could move to intercept us. That ship is lucky if it can make twenty knots in these seas.�
Lindemann took another long drag on his cigarette. His coffee was already cold in his mug and he needed sleep. It had been a long day, beginning with the adrenaline of a quick naval engagement with the British Home Fleet followed by an air raid. Thankfully no further planes harassed the ship that morning, but at mid day a second wave of Swordfish torpedo bombers came at them again, and this time none of their torpedoes exploded on contact with the water. All ran true, and it was only his expert seamanship that allowed them to avoid a hit. The British may blunder about at times, but they were at least smart enough to learn from their mistakes.
The captain did not like his situation. His ship was running fast and true, with little damage and many prospects, but they could not shake off the pursuing enemy all that day. This news of yet another big British battleship vectoring in from the east was therefore disturbing. He was thinking in practical terms now, not in the mindset of the admiral. Bismarck and Prince Eugen had been steaming for several days now, and at high speeds required for the breakout they were burning a lot of fuel. That damn leaky fuel hose had cost him 200 tons of fuel, and L�tjens decision not to top off at Bergen loomed like a shadow in his mind now.
They were running full out, at a whisker over 28 knots in these seas, but anything could happen, he knew. If one of those antiquated British planes got a lucky hit, they could lose speed if they had to make repairs, and the pursuing enemy would quickly catch them up. Bad torpedoes and leaky fuel hoses, he thought. As much as he respected the admiral and valued his own judgment as well, these were the things that too often decided the fate of nations.
�I don�t like it,� he said, exhaling a puff of heavy smoke. �They are too close�and not simply cruisers. We now know of at least two battleships gunning for us now. Rodney may be out of the action as we see things, but King George V is still right behind us with a pack of fast cruisers. And where are Hood and Prince of Wales? I can only assume that they are behind us as well. In fact, the British may have broken off simply to join forces and assemble a larger battle fleet.�
�Let them come,� L�tjens said flatly. �We had no trouble with them earlier, and we�ll have no trouble should they be brazen enough to challenge us again.� It was boastful, and the Admiral knew it, but there was little more to be said about it. The situation would play out as fate would have it.
�Perhaps you are correct, Admiral,� said Lindemann, but he still held deep misgivings about this mission. Assuming no further damage, then it all came down to fuel. His ships might outrange the British, particularly their newer battleships, which were notoriously short legged for a big ship. How long could the enemy keep up this pace in pursuit before these same worries about petrol were dancing in the heads of the British fleet commanders?
�I suggest we alter course at dusk, sir,� said Lindemann. �Let�s see if we can shake off the hounds for a time.�
�That�s the spirit, captain. We�ll steam for another few hours on this heading, then you may make your maneuver.�
Two hours later the watchmen reported all clear behind, seeing nothing on the horizon. The purple sky was deepening slowly to a deeper color of good red wine, and Bismarck signaled ahead to Prince Eugen to make a sudden turn to port, steering due south.
~ ~ ~
As the light began to fade Admiral Tovey was still restless on the bridge of King George V. The flight crews on HMS Victorious were gaining experience, but the weather report had taken a severe turn for the worse. The front that had been stirring up the waves and chasing them south all day was finally upon them just after the second torpedo strike they launched at mid-day. Winds were up again, gusting over forty knots and promising worse as the evening came on. The raw air crews were tired, edgy after their first two real combat missions, and needed rest. He gave the order to halt operations for the night, hoping for better weather in the morning. Yet the meteorologist had no good news for him.
�I�m afraid we�re in for a bit of a rough patch, sir,� the man said. �I don�t expect clearing for another 48 hours.�
This was the crucial time, thought Tovey. Bismarck would try to shake him off tonight, he was certain of it. The two fleets had already steamed over 400 miles at high speed since the engagement that morning. His guns were all back in operation now, but Bismarck was well out in front of him. He sent the fast light cruiser Kenya out in the van now, more certain that this ship could keep a hold on the big German battleship visually than he could. But Kenya had not yet been fitted out with her Type 271 surface radar kit, only the Type 279 Air radar. Still, she could make all of 32 knots, and her unique camo coloring was best suited for operations near dusk.
He had no word from the Admiralty, or from Holland on the Hood, though he assumed that this force was still steaming on a parallel course to his own. As evening colored the sky with deep violet, the enemy made their move. Yet thankfully, the keen eyes of the lookouts on Kenya still kept the tall superstructure of the Bismarck in sight�though the inverse was not true. The �Pink Lady� was out in her finest satin mauve dress at this hour, her coloring blending perfectly into the skyline. No one on Bismarck sighted her, or knew they had even been seen as the big ship made her getaway turn to the south.
The watchman in the high crow�s nest on Kenya�s main mast was shivering with the cold and queasy with the rolling seas. The winds buffeted him fiercely, but he stolidly kept his eyes on the target ahead, until it seemed the shadow of the enemy battleship deepened in hue and grew larger. His first thought was that the ship had turned to confront its pursuers, intent on battle at dusk, and he sent as much down the line to the bridge, warning �Bismarck turning on our position, right ahead!�
Kenya flashed the news behind her via lamp to the waiting eyes of Captain Patterson on King George V.
�She�s turning sir, coming round for a fight.�
�At this hour?� Tovey did not put the prospect out of his mind for a single minute, but the thought that Bismarck would now seek battle jarred him. He gave the order to hold course until Kenya confirmed the sighting. As it happened, a loose cable in the ship�s mast has served to keep the admiral waiting far too long.
Kenya�s lookout soon realized he had made an error. The big ship was turning, alright, but not coming round for a battle. He marked her new bearing, estimated it at 180 degrees south, and sent this along, though the message was not received on the bridge when the communications cable was jarred loose by a sudden lurch of the main mast in the unsteady seas. By the time lookouts further down had made the same observation, and passed it via voice tube to the bridge, which passed it back to the aft lanterns, and thence off to King George V, nearly twenty minutes had transpired.
Tovey knew he was not in for another fight ten minutes after the first warning came. If Bismarck had turned they should be seeing her by now, yet Kenya, was barely visible to his own eyes, the only ship on the darkening horizon. He knew in his gut that Bismarck had turned to run south�so they must turn as well. He discussed the matter with Brind.
�But which way, sir?� his Chief of Staff questioned. �We can�t make a heading change until we have confirmation.�
�Blast it!� Tovey was angry again. �What in blazes is taking Kenya so long?�
Minutes later his assumption was proved correct when he got the signal via lamp that Bismarck was headed due south. He immediately gave the order to the fleet to turn as well. �And code it well to the Admiralty. Send that Jerry is out on Whitehall from the Strand. That should do it.�
If the Germans would think to look closely at a map of London they might put that together and see that a man on Whitehall Street, and coming from the Strand, would be surely walking due south. To an Englishman it would be immediately apparent, and Tovey, ever wary that the Germans could decode his signals, had wrapped his message in yet another grey overcoat, hoping it would confound his enemies for a few precious hours more.
The Admiralty got his message well enough, as did Sir Lancelot Holland on HMS Hood, and when he heard it the admiral smiled and turned slowly to Captain Kerr.
�Come sixty degrees to port,� he said quietly. �Assume a new heading, at 180 degrees due south.�
The chase was still on. 

Part VII
Second Thoughts

�Here is the world, sound as a nut, perfect, not the smallest piece of chaos left, never a stitch nor an end, not a mark of haste, or botching, or second thought; but the theory of the world is a thing of shreds and patches�
�Ralph Waldo Emerson

�Among mortals, second thoughts are wiser.� 
�Euripides


Chapter 19

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 10:40 A.M
It took some time, but the Golems had begun to sample the Resonance within an hour or so of Kelly�s wireless broadcast. The Arch had pierced a hole in Time and he sent through his thin stream of dots and dashes, the barest trickle of energy it seemed, yet the impact on events was immediate and profound.
�Good lord!� Paul was aghast. �What a house of cards this is! It seems our first attempt here has done more than we imagined.�
�I�ll say,� said Maeve. �Care to have second thoughts about this?�
Their trick had worked alright. British intelligence picked up the faint signal over London and it rattled through the teletypes and message tubes and into the heads and minds of captains and admirals all across the North Atlantic. The �Lonesome Dove� had quickly become an eagle, descending on the course of events and clawing at them with sharp talons of variation. Admiral Tovey had set out a full day early, yet strange unforeseen events had continued to crop up, bewildering in their effect on the outcome.
�Why would L�tjens decide not to make for the Denmark Strait?� asked Paul. �There was nothing in our message that should have prompted that decision.�
�He had any number of choices,� said Maeve. �Perhaps he had second thoughts as well.�
�This time he chose the Iceland Faeroes Gap,� said Kelly, �and that decision had far more impact on what happened than anything else.�
�I agree,� said Paul. �When Arethusa spotted Bismarck, in this altered history Admiral Tovey could really only steer one heading to best intercept her. Any seasoned commander would have done as much.�
�So there�s no great variable there,� said Maeve.
�Right. But he runs afoul of this U-boat and all hell breaks loose!� Paul ran his hand through his hair, still flustered that his first command had come to an untimely and unexpected result.
�Tovey�s dispositions were sound,� he said, well convinced. �He had Hood and Prince of Wales coming about and back-tracking from the Denmark Strait, and he had King George V and Repulse well in hand. That�s four capital ships that should have easily been able deal with the Germans.�
�The U-boat was the odd variable in the equation,� said Maeve. �That lucky torpedo hit took Repulse out of the battle and Bismarck brushes aside the British and rages south.�
�Damn,� said Paul �It has an odd echo to it as well, doesn�t it? I mean Bismarck gets hit in the rudders later on in the real history, this time it�s Repulse! The Germans then engage Tovey�s reduced battle fleet and damage King George V. She is put out of action when a fifteen inch shell from Bismarck strikes her near the forward main turret. That takes four of her guns out of the fight, and now Tovey finds himself badly outgunned without Repulse to even the scales. I always did think those four-gun turrets on the KGV series were unwise. It�s the only British battleship to mount four barrels in one turret like that. You just loose too much firepower if one gets hit. In any case, Tovey breaks off, two of his cruisers sustaining damage as well. He has second thoughts himself about taking on Bismarck alone, and tries to coordinate an interception where Hood and Prince of Wales can join the fight.�
�Yup! Oh what a tangled web we weave, eh?� Maeve needed to make her point, as this would likely continue and she wanted to impress them with the need for caution here. �Bismarck changes her heading slightly and comes south like a bad storm.�
�Hood and Prince of Wales give chase,� said Kelly, �and the Rodney is taken off escort duty and ordered to try and intercept her so the other ships can catch up.�
�But Rodney is too slow, and she�s alone as well,� said Paul. �That�s one powerful ship, mind you,� but she could just not find or catch the Bismarck, what with 21 knots being her best possible speed in this weather.�
Paul shook his head, bewildered. �Force H is late to the party as well. It�s still in the Med, hastening back from her Malta supply runs when all this happens a day early. I wish I had considered that.�
�It�s a little late now,� said Maeve. �Round one to Fate and the Germans. The British get off a bit easier than the real history, but so does Bismarck. So much for Admiral Dorland!�
Paul shrugged. �I think we�re seeing a whole different game here,� he said. �We�re thinking about this in linear terms, as if one event connects neatly to the next. So we think we can alter one thing and trace its probable outcome, but it turns out that events are connected in unforeseen ways, and the players involved have minds of their own, and second thoughts as well. L�tjens� choice unhinges everything! He is a Free Radical in the equation, not just a Prime. We cannot assume he will make the same decisions he did in the history we know�this course change to take the Faeroes Gap being a perfect example. Perhaps our error here was trying to intervene too early. My thought was to give the advantage to the British as soon as possible, but intervening this early seems to impact too many things. And L�tjens� change of heart was a real surprise.�
�Right, and if this intervention holds at this point consider the consequences,� said Maeve. �We�ll have some 1400 new lives on the Hood added to the continuum here, all people who should have died in the battle of the Denmark Strait that was now never fought. Then we have hundreds more subtracted�casualties on the Arethusa and any of the other ships Bismarck damaged. They will be gone, along with all their ancestors. This is no small matter, Paul. I thought we could do something that might just be confined to the outcome of this campaign, but the consequences are going to spill over the dike and ripple out from this now. Has this actually changed? Are we sampling hard variations here or just Resonance, just probable changes?�
�Kelly?� Paul tossed the question to his chief engineer. �Is there any way we can know this from the Golem stream?�
�Nope. It�s all just fish in the stream. The Golems are just indicating the most probable outcomes as a weight of opinion.�
�Well, what�s the verdict?� Maeve wanted to know how the campaign ended. �Pull up some info on the outcome.�
�I�ve been trying,� said Kelly, but just when the Golems seem to coalesce on a probable outcome I get one bank chiming in with a strong minority opinion to the contrary�Golem 7. The little rascals just won�t settle down, and so I can�t be certain of this outcome just yet. The numbers aren�t solid.�
�Then I guess we�d have to shut down the Arch and dissipate our Nexus Point to find that out,� said Paul. �That would allow the Heisenberg Wave to generate and finalize this intervention. Then the history we read would be a new, altered Meridian, and if it was not to our liking we�d have to spin the Arch back up and try again. The only other thing we could do is actually shift in ourselves and have a look at the situation, like I did at Tours.�
�Spook Job? Neither option sounds like a good idea given what�s happened,� said Kelly. �Hey, wait a second. We can still receive incoming media, can�t we? That is information independent of the Golem data stream. Get on the radio. See if we�ve done anything to affect Palma.�
�Good point!� said Paul. �We�ve been so fixated on the fate of the Bismarck that we�ve forgotten it�s the fate of Thomason and Palma that were really concerned with here.�
Maeve brought the shortwave in and they tried tuning in some east coast radio stations first. The wash of static had an eerie, ominous quality to it. There was nothing on the band. Then they tried local stations and quickly learned that events were still on an emergency footing outside the protective safety of the Nexus Point.
�Well we apparently re-arranged the deck chairs on the Titanic,� said Paul, �but I guess whatever we did was not enough. At least not yet.�
�It was enough to raise hell with the Meridian, however. Remember all those extra lives on HMS Hood?�
�Hold on a second!� Kelly interrupted. �I�m getting some real dissonance now on the Golem module. The data stream just won�t coalesce.�
�What do you mean?� Paul was at his side at once.
�Well, I�m still trying to see how the rest of the campaign ended, but all I get is a bunch of contradicting data. One version shows the British sinking Bismarck, another shows her making a safe return to St. Nazaire in France, then another shows her docked at Brest, and a fourth shows her turning out into the Atlantic to link up with a German oiler and raising hell for two months. Then look at this! In this one she is recalled to Germany! See that purple color on the Meridian time line? I coded that color to indicate extreme conflict�a very high degree of contradiction in the probable outcome. We can�t get a weight of opinion under these circumstances.�
�This damn campaign is just too fragile,� said Paul. �Like I said, there are so many Pushpoint clusters here that it�s looking like an intense seismic fracture zone. It appears even the slightest intervention changes things easily enough, but controlling the outcome is extremely difficult.�
�Then how can we operate?� said Maeve. If we can�t get reliable opinions on the probable outcome from the Golems, than how will we know what to do?�
�Well, we do have one clue,� said Kelly. �We know that Palma has not reversed.�
�At least not yet,� said Paul, willing to play the devil�s advocate now. �All we can really say is that the Heisenberg Wave has not altered events at this point in the Meridian.�
�Can we back out of this intervention?� Maeve folded her arms. �You saw how difficult it was to try and find a way to reverse what the Assassins did.�
�Well at least we know where to start,� said Paul, conceding defeat. �I suppose we could try to send another message.�
�Another message?� Maeve protested. �And poke another big gaping hole in the history while you�re at it?�
�No, no,� Paul raised a calming hand. �You�re correct Maeve. We�ll have to back out of this intervention as gracefully as possible if we take that course of action. I would suggest we send a message indicating that the independent call sign table has been compromised, and that any message not using an established sign should be disregarded.�
�I don�t follow you,� said Maeve.
�Lonesome Dove,� said Paul. �Dove was one of sixteen independent call signs agents could use to transmit under in the event they believed their identity might otherwise be compromised. That�s why I used it. It gave us a kind of carte blanche, because if we used an established agent�s handle, they could have contacted him for verification and discovered he never sent such a message. By signing off independently, with the handle Lonesome Dove, I could at least assure the message had a chance to be believed and acted upon.�
�So what do you propose?�
�In effect, we�ll tell them to ignore any message from Lonesome Dove. We open the continuum a few hours before the first message we sent and broadcast that!�
�Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain,� Maeve waved her hands. �The Great and Powerful Oz has spoken!�
�Alright, Dorothy,� Paul returned. �You�ve made your point� Kelly, can we work up another quick message? Let�s see if we can reset the board and start over.�
�If you insist,� said Kelly.
At that moment Robert came barreling in from the other room where he had been working on the history. �What�s been going on?� he asked. �I heard the Arch spin up. Are we operating now?�
�We�ve stuck our thumb in the pie,� said Maeve. �It wasn�t done so we�re putting it back in the oven.�
�What?�
She told him what they had done, and he raised his eyebrows, as if finally coming to a conclusion about something. �I thought I was seeing double,� he said. �I was reading history on the screen, jotting down notes, then I would forget something and go back to the history and I had a heck of a time finding it again. At one point I found information that was completely wrong.�
�You were probably getting variation data from the Golems,� said Maeve.
�I guess so, because I had hard notes in front of me that were completely contradicted by what I was seeing on the screen.�
�Well, maestro here worked up a pretty significant variation all on his own.� She gestured to Paul with a thumb, and the professor smiled, glad someone else was the focal point of Maeve�s ire for a change.
�Then I must have been seeing alterations caused by this message you sent, Paul.�
�Right, we know all about it. We�ve been reading it here on the Golem Module. Golem Bank 7 has been giving Kelly fits. But we�re going to try and reverse this intervention.� He told Robert what he had in mind.
Maeve was not happy, but she could think of no other solution so she conceded the fight and allowed Paul to go forward. �So how are you going to sign off on this one?� She asked.
�We�re going to make it seem that the transmission was cut off by enemy action,� said Paul. �There was a scene like that in the movie. The Germans catch a coast watcher trying to transmit from his shack, and they burst in and gun him down.�
�What movie?�
�Sink the Bismarck, the 1960 classic.�
�You�re working up scenarios based on this movie?�
�Of course not, but you make a good point, and it�s the only thing that I can think of that will make sense. We can�t very well tell them the independent call signs have been compromised and then sign off with one. Nor can we used an established agent�s sign. So we�ll just have to make it seem that the message was cut off. But before we do anything we had better consider all our variables here. Tell us what you were on to, Robert, I don�t want to miss anything else important enough to sink ships.�

Chapter 20

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 11:55 A.M
�Well� It�s this German U-boat. Number 556, the boat with the odd connection to Bismarck. I was trying to run down its service history and learned it came upon convoy HX-126 on May 20th. Our RAM Bank data has a fairly detailed report, with interviews from the convoy commodore, and from witnesses on ships that were torpedoed. Then the German U-Boat data bank also has a clear record of every ship sunk by this boat. It was captained by Herbert Wohlfarth.�
�Yes, I remember reading about this,� said Paul. �He vowed to always defend Bismarck from harm as a way of thanking Lindemann for sending his band over at the boat�s commissioning ceremony.�
�Exactly,� said Robert. �Well, in our RAM Bank data he was unable to answer the call because he had expended the last of his torpedoes in this attack on convoy HX-126.�
�Not in all these Golem data sets,� said Kelly.
�That�s what I was talking about!� Robert said excitedly. �The information kept changing on me. I took a look at that British cruiser we thought the Assassins were operating against. First it was Sheffield having mechanical problems with her engines, then that vanished and Sheffield was involved in a battle and put out of action�it wasn�t even there! Another cruiser had come up in her place. And look at this,� he pointed. �It�s not what I have in my notes at all. I can fetch the notebooks for you, and you�ll see.�
�We�ll take your word for it,� Maeve assured him.
�Then I took a look at this U-boat, but every time I checked the data seemed to change. First off I learned Wohlfarth retained one torpedo, forsaking a shot at the last of three ships he was to have sunk on that convoy in the hopes of finding something better.�
�That is the very same torpedo he hits Repulse with,� said Kelly.
�Then that was obviously caused by Paul�s intervention,� said Maeve.
�Alright,� Robert went on, �so then I get a new variation. I checked the convoy records and that third ship is still not sunk. U-556 has a torpedo when it steams south to the vicinity of Bismarck�s last stand. In fact it has two torpedoes. He encounters Force H this time, not Tovey�s fleet as in Paul�s intervention, and this time he is able to successfully target Ark Royal.�
�Yes!� said Paul. �Kennedy�s book on this subject makes mention of this. He states that Wohlfarth found himself in a perfect position to attack, though he notes that U-556 could do nothing but watch at that point.�
�The U-boat site even goes so far as to state that he watched the fateful air strike take off,� said Robert, �the last strike on Bismarck that damaged her rudders and doomed her. But not now. Not this time. Wohlfarth fires his last torpedo, and hits Ark Royal. It�s not a fatal hit, but it does cause flooding and the resulting list prevents further air operations, particularly in the very high seas they were navigating.�
Paul had a troubled look on his face. �Could Wohlfarth be a Free Radical, just like L�tjens? Could his decision on retaining that last torpedo and how he chooses to use it be our principle lever on these events?�
�A willful decision is seldom a true Pushpoint,� said Maeve. �If Wohlfarth is a Free Radical then there isn�t much we can do about him or his choices. And there�s one more thing to consider,� she warned. �This could all have resulted from a counter operation. We�ve opened the continuum now, and the Assassins may have picked up on that, seeing what we are trying to do. They could have launched a defensive operation already, or yet another attack aimed at assuring Bismarck gets to a safe port.�
�Good point,� said Paul. �That could account for all the dissonance we have in the Golem data stream as well�and for your confusion on how U-556 operates, Robert. If they have a Nexus Point open on this as well, then we would certainly see a lot of confusion in potential results. It�s clear that the air strike by Ark Royal was a vital stroke against Bismarck in the real history. All the interventions thus far seem to have been aimed at preventing it. First they operate against Sheffield, because the mistaken attack causes the British to correct their faulty magnetic pistols on the torpedoes.�
�I don�t think they could have known that by preventing a torpedo attack on Gneisenau they would also be preventing one on Bismarck, said Maeve. But that�s what happened in the altered history. They could have just been trying to buck up the odds for Bismarck�s safe return by making sure that there was another German ship available at Brest that could sortie out to aid her.�
�Right,� said Paul.
�Then, in the intervention Paul just ran, it�s U-556 that takes a prominent role� said Robert. �The reports we�ve had so far show Wohlfarth disabling Repulse with his extra torpedo, yet my notes say it was Ark Royal�at least before everything started getting fuzzy on me. The bottom line is the same, however. Wohlfarth retains a torpedo and uses it to strike a British capital ship that would have been instrumental in sinking the German battleship. We don�t know about Repulse. Perhaps her viability in Paul�s intervention might not have mattered, but we do know that without her King George V cannot stand alone.�
�And in that other variation you uncovered before the Golems went haywire, Wohlfarth strikes Ark Royal instead. Force H cannot slow Bismarck down in that event,� said Paul. �So how do we operate now? How do we try to persuade Wohlfarth to fire that last torpedo at a lowly steamer?�
�Well we can�t very well do anything from his end of things,� said Maeve.
�Could we do something with the convoy?� asked Robert.
Maeve considered. �It would be easy enough to alter its course I suppose, but I don�t see how that will help us. We want the U-boat to find it and expend every last torpedo, but that seems to be coming down to a matter of choice on Wohlfarth�s part.�
�Last time it was the horses,� said Kelly. �This time it�s the damn torpedoes!�
The remark seemed to strike a chord in Paul, and he brightened. �That�s right! Everything seems to involve a torpedo! Whether they are used or spared, whether they explode correctly or not, they have an effect. Remember how they would often give names to bombs and torpedoes, even write on them for good luck in this war? That�s because when they fired there wasn�t any real guarantee they would ever hit the target. There was no GPS and all�� He suddenly remembered something.
�Hey, see if you can call up a copy of S.C. Forester�s book on this campaign. The Last Nine Days of the Bismarck. And get from our RAM Bank, not the Golem cloud.�
Kelly nodded and he found it soon enough. Paul asked him to search out a particular scene where the men below decks were hard at work in the magazines and loading bays.
�Here it is,� said Kelly after typing in a good search phrase. �The Maintenance Chief, a Man named Ginger, is lecturing a new recruit.� He began reading:
�Well now, you�ve seen all the works, you young sprogs. Maybe if this war goes on another five years or so you�ll know something about the care and maintenance of torpedoes. But there�s one thing for you to get into your heads now: We�you and me�we win wars. Yes, you and me. These things� �slapping a torpedo� �sink ships. There�s Winston in London. He knows what�s wanted. There�s James Somerville with his admiral�s flag. He commands Force H. There�s Captain Maund of this ship. You all know what he does. There�s the young officers of the Fleet Air Arm, They fly off and drop torpedoes. But it�s us that really count. Us, you and me. For if these torpedoes don�t run straight and maintain proper depth, and if they don�t keep that up without varying a foot either way in three miles�well, then the torpedoes miss. And in this case , Winston and the admiral James Somerville and Captain Maund and the Fleet Air Arm might just as well have stayed at home for all the good they�ve done� It�s hits that win wars, and it�s us that makes the hits.� He finished.
Paul smiled. �You are correct Maeve,� he said. �Willful decision makers are seldom real Pushpoints. Their presence or absence can have dramatic effects, and the choices they make can alter the course of events. But look what we�ve see here! All our great movers and shakers are changing their minds, yet events remain hopelessly muddled. But, my young sprogs,� He put on his best cockney English accent, �and as Kelly and this Maintenance Chief Ginger might put it, it�s the damn torpedoes! Our thought was to feed information to the Primes and hope it would affect the balance, but we were wrong. The Pushpoint is with the torpedoes! If one hits Gneisenau, then Sheffield is shadowing Bismarck and the first Swordfish strike goes in against her, allowing the British find out the magnetic pistols were bad.�
�Right,� said Kelly. �And if one hits Repulse, then Tovey�s battle fleet cannot stop Bismarck from breaking out into the Atlantic, and we are left with a situation even the Golems cannot seem to sort out to any definite conclusion. We�re effectively blind.�
�And in all the other data variations it�s torpedoes as well,� said the professor. �Wohlfarth uses one on Ark Royal in the most prominent one.�
�So perhaps that�s where the Assassins have been operating all along,� Paul concluded, �not with the Primes, but down on the level of the hardware. Now a lot of the torpedoes were duds early in the war. There were incidents where submarines fired one after another and watched them plunk against targets and fail to go off, as we�ve just seen. And this magnetic exploder was a real culprit. The idea was that they would set the depth of the torpedo to run just beneath a ship, where there was little armor. Then the magnetic pistol would detect the hull and go off�one shot, one kill. Yet they had real problems. Call it fate, good fortune, magic or what have you, the torpedoes are charmed in this battle. It�s as if they are making all the decisions that really matter, just as Ginger said.�
�So how do we operate, knowing all this?� asked Maeve. �What can we do about these torpedoes?�
Paul thought for a moment, then spoke aloud: �Magnetic pistols faulty�� Repeat�� Magnetic pistols faulty�� Do Not Use. Arm all strikes with Contact Pistols at once.�
�You�re suggesting another tweet from Lonesome Dove?�
�Before the strike from Victorious goes in,� said Paul. �That�s the only strike we know of that scores at least one hit. Perhaps we can improve the odds if we prevent those magnetic pistols from being used.�
�I thought we were backing out of this intervention,� Maeve was not happy.
�I�m just suggesting one possible point of intervention concerning the torpedoes. You�d have to admit that a message like that broadcast to Ark Royal, or in my intervention, to Victorious, would certainly increase the chances of a hit on Bismarck.�
�Victorious did get one hit,� said Kelly. �At least in the information we had before the Golem stream was contaminated. But the damn torpedo didn�t go off.�
�A contact pistol on that one and we would have a big explosion, I�m sure of it,� said Paul.
�Yet you have no way to know whether the hit would have caused any significant damage,� said Maeve. �Not with the Golem data stream all wacky. You have no more chance of sorting it out than the professor here. Look at his notes!� She pointed at Nordhausen�s notebooks, long pages of scribbling, things crossed out, others underlined or circled.
�Insofar as the battle is concerned,� Paul reasoned, �if we take the magnetic pistols out of the equation we at least improve the odds for the British.�
�What about the U-boat? Wohlfarth is a free radical, remember? He apparently decides, in more than one variation, to retain at least one torpedo, and then consistently finds himself in just the perfect place to use it. In one variation he hits Repulse, in another Ark Royal�and these are just the ones we know of. I suppose he could just as well have hit Rodney when he spotted her. This guy is really wreaking havoc on the Meridian here.�
�Pull up whatever we can find on him from the RAM Bank,� Paul suggested.
�I�ve done that,� said Robert. �He was a very successful U-boat captain, with several boats before U-556. Called �Sir Parsifal� by his navy associates, he was a hard man, somewhat arrogant, and a strict disciplinarian. Though at other times he had an almost impish streak of humor, even daring to joust with Admiral L�tjens at one point when his boat was working up on trials near Bismarck. You�re well aware of the odd connection between the U-boat and Bismarck. The RAM Bank fetched up a photo of the drawing he sent to Captain Lindemann. Look at it! The man was nearly prophetic.�
They looked and saw that Wohlfarth had drawn the Bismarck, under attack by three WWI style biplanes that were obviously Swordfish off a British carrier, and it showed �Sir Parsifal� riding his U-Boat to the rescue, diverting the enemy torpedoes with a big thumb on one hand and slashing at the planes with a sword in the other hand.
�He drew this in January of 1941,� said the professor. �Four months before this campaign. Here�s the translation: �We, U-556 (500 tons), hereby declare before Neptune, Lord over oceans, seas, lakes, rivers, brooks, ponds, and rivulets, that we will provide any desired assistance to our Big Brother, the battleship Bismarck (42,000 tons), at any place on the water, under water, on land, or in the air. Hamburg, 28 January 1941�� Commander & Crew, U-556.� And in every variation except our RAM Bank history, he gets a chance to save Bismarck in much the same way.�
�Not by stopping the enemy torpedoes,� said Maeve, �but by saving and using one of his own.�
�I always did say the best defense is a good offense,� said Paul.
�I thought Napoleon had the copyright on that line,� Maeve winked at him.
�And here�s another note,� Robert went on. �It�s from a British Royal Navy interrogation of Wohlfarth after he was captured later that year. In these notes it seems U-556 carried a total of twelve torpedoes, not ten: five in the tubes, five in reserve, and two mounted in a special container on deck. Now� He sunk six ships, and damaged one other according to our RAM Bank. That accounts for at least seven of his first ten torpedoes. I�ve looked up all the reports of those ships, and he put two fish into Darlington Court, and another two into British Security. That makes nine, with one left over. Our RAM Bank data shows he used that last torpedo on the light steamer Cockaponset. That�s the ship he passes over in all the altered Meridians, urged to do so by his executive officer Schaefer and sub-lieutenant Souvard.�
�In the altered Meridian, however, it�s the Darlington Court that survives. Cockaponset gets torpedoed instead,� said Paul.
�Six of one, half dozen of the other,� said Maeve. �The main point is that one ship survives. And on my watch survivors who are supposed to be dead become a real problem. Just look at old St. Lambert from our last mission for a good example, and now look at the father of this terrorist as well. Survivors become a real problem.�
�What about the last two torpedoes he had stored on deck?� asked Paul. He had been unaware of this information all along, just another of these small details that are so easily lost in the history.
�The British report states they could not load them into the U-boat due to the rough seas.�
�Thank God for that,� said Maeve. �I can only imagine what he would have done if he had three torpedoes left over instead of only one.�
�Yes,� said Paul, �but in this scenario we have to imagine a way in which he has none. Zip. Nada. It�s the only way the British get to Bismarck. So it�s down to this, as far as I can see. We either find a way to stop this cheeky U-boat captain, or we back out of this intervention and send that warning to disregard Lonesome Dove�but if we do that, we lose that easy handle for feeding in more information if we ever have to. Trying again with another independent code will likely be viewed with some suspicion. In fact, they may even change the code. Then we�d be stuck.� He looked at them, his face as serious as they had ever seen him before.
�I suggest we take a vote,� said Kelly.

Chapter 21

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 12:15 P.M
�There may be something more here,� said Robert. �This steamer that survives the attack by U-556�it may be more significant that you think, Maeve. In all the altered data I uncovered, it remained consistent. Darlington Court survives again and again, yet our RAM Bank data clearly shows she was the first ship sunk by Wohlfarth when he attacked convoy HX-126. I�ve got exact times from the convoy reports and ships logs.
�Here� I ran down the service history of this ship. It was the sister ship to the Arlington Court, a vessel that was picked off by U-boats as a straggler from convoy SL-7A, on November 16, 1939. It was built by the same company that commissioned the Darlington Court, and get this�. The captain of Arlington Court, a man named Charles Hurst, had an interesting history as well. He loses his ship and gets a new assignment, the Darlington Court, only to suffer the same fate as her sister ship�picked off as a straggler from Convoy HX-126. The captain survives both attacks.�
The professor flipped through his notes and then keyed in a search to the RAM Bank. �Here is the testimony of Chief Engineer A.H. Stirling, who was on the Darlington Court when she was hit: �About 12:58 the same day, in position 57 18N 41 07W, as our Escort hoisted a signal reporting a submarine on our starboard side, we were struck by a torpedo on the port side in the engine room, followed 2 seconds later by another torpedo in the deep tank forward of the engine room. The sea was calm, wind slight, weather was fine and visibility hazy. We were making 8 1/2 knots on Course 035�. The first explosion, which was heavier and sharper than the second, stopped the main engine immediately, and the second torpedo, which struck the deep tank, split the ship in two. The ship capsized immediately, and in about 45 seconds she was out of sight.
I had only just come out of the engine room when the torpedo struck us and, finding it impossible to enter it again, I came on to the boat deck, trying to get my lifebelt over my head, when I was washed over the side. When I came to the surface I looked for wreckage but could not see anything except the blazing tanker, British Security, directly astern of us, which was torpedoed immediately after us. The flames were about 60 ft. high, and a huge column of smoke appeared to come out of the water and burst into flame. I swam about for 3 hours and about 16:00 I managed to reach our starboard lifeboat at the same time as the captain.��
�So it�s clear from our touchstone data that Darlington Court was attacked by U-556 well before British Security,� said Paul.
�Until things changed,� said Robert. �Now then� Here�s the eyewitness report from our RAM Bank of Captain B. Green of the Cockaponset. This was to be the third ship sunk that night by U-556. In our old history this is the ship Wohlfarth wastes his last torpedo on, not Darlington Court as Kennedy had it in his book. The times in these reports confirm that. He uses Greenwich Mean Time here, which accounts for the difference between this and the Commodore�s report, but the basic sequence of events is the same. Listen: �At 12:50 the Darlington Court, which was No. 41 in the convoy, was torpedoed. About 2 minutes after the Darlington Court was torpedoed a Tanker astern of her (this was British Security in station 42) was struck by a torpedo, and almost immediately caught fire. Another tanker astern got into the flames from the other tanker, and when she came out we noticed that she also was on fire, continuing to burn for 3 days. At 12:55 we made an emergency turn of 90� to port and proceeded at full speed, but we had to make more than 90� turn in order to keep clear of the flames.
At 13:10 when in position 57.24N 40.56W, the sea being calm, wind S.E. force 2, the weather fine and the visibility good, we were struck by a torpedo on the starboard side in No. 4 hatch. All the hatches were blown off and the ship immediately listed and water came over the after deck. No one saw the wake of the torpedo.��
�Well that about nails it,� said Paul. �He gives the exact times each ship was hit, and Darlington Court gets it first. Yet in the altered Meridians�at least as far as we could tell�that ship is the survivor.�
�Every time I looked,� Robert emphasized. �So here is a suspicious case of a survivor that changes the history again, just as Maeve warns.�
�It does have a smell about it,� said Kelly.
�Are you suggesting the Assassins may have done something here�operated directly within Convoy HX-126?�
�Well, you all have been talking about how easy it would be to divert a ship like this away from harm�and yet how difficult it is to reverse that and assure its destruction. This is a clear case. It�s an easy intervention for the Assassins to make, and one we can�t easily reverse.�
�They�ve got their teeth in this pretty deep,� said Paul. �It is suspicious.�
�There�s more,� said Robert. �Here�s the report from the Commodore of Convoy HX-126. He uses local time: �About 09:37 Aurania (an escort) hoisted signal Sub in sight 080� and almost immediately afterwards at 09:38-09:39 Darlington Court first, and British Security immediately after, were hit. Darlington Court rolled over onto her port side at once and sank in 2 minutes. I consider 2 torpedoes hit her. British Security burst into flames fore and aft. A few men were seen getting away in her starboard quarter boat on the weather side. As soon as it was seen that attack was from starboard 9T was hoisted and a long blast blown followed by 2 short blasts. All convoy turned 90� to port together perfectly, just as at exercise, but some were hampered by the blazing tanker whose rudder was hard a port, evidently put on to avoid Darlington Court when she was torpedoed. At 09:45�� The Signals TR, (Proceed at utmost speed)�� and SM, (Drop smoke float) were made and obeyed. 09:50�� "Scatter" was made. Whilst scattering, roughly between 09:55 and 10:00 Cockaponset (63) was torpedoed.��
�And our history credits that last kill to Wohlfarth and U-556,� said Paul. �It�s clear that someone has been messing with the history here, but how would they have managed to spare Darlington Court?�
�Good question,� said Maeve. �The more we study this the more we uncover clear information that seems to indicate someone has been running interventions here.�
�It was obvious what they did earlier with that fishing boat bursting into flames at Brest,� said Kelly.
�Yes, but this is much more subtle. They are operating around the whims of a Free Radical, our good Kapitan Wohlfarth. He�s got five torpedoes in his lower ship when he finds this convoy, and he uses four of them to get these first two ships. Then he picks off Cockaponset with that final torpedo. But in the alterations we were able to observe Cockaponset is hit earlier on, and it�s Darlington Court that survives. How could they achieve that?�
�Someone messed with the convoy steaming orders,� said Robert. �There�s further evidence of this in the Commodore�s report, but another odd thing happened here. Several ships in the convoy reported a very large undersea explosion. Well here, I�ll read it to you verbatim from the reports: �John P. Pedersen was still afloat, burning before the bridge structure as late as 11:50. (Local time. She had fuel oil cargo. At 10:50, a very heavy explosion shook the ship. No cause for it could be seen. So heavy was it that Nicoya, four to five miles on our starboard quarter stopped and blew off steam. Dorelian, two miles astern, had some men at work on boat deck blown overboard. She stopped and lowered boats.��
�Ships two to five miles away reacted that way?� said Paul. �They had men literally blown off their decks?�
�That�s what the reports indicate,� Robert tapped his notebook with a pen. �The subsequent investigation had this to say: �The captain of Cockaponset says the following: "About 20 minutes later (meaning, after all survivors of that ship had gone in the lifeboats) there was a loud explosion which shook the boat considerably and brought a quantity of dead fish to the surface. There was no water thrown up, but just before the explosion it felt just as if something was tapping under the boat. �
�That almost sounds like a mine,� Paul suggested. �But I doubt a typical sea mine could produce an explosion that serious, with effects so far ranging. It had to be an explosion on one of the ships that had already been sunk.�
�Well here is what the investigation concluded,� said Robert, reading again: ��No satisfactory explanation of this explosion has yet been deduced, though three possible causes occur:
a) Darlington Court or British Security, which had been torpedoed at 09:38, blew up.�� Unlikely, as the former�s cargo consisted of 8000 tons of wheat, and the latter, a tanker, is reported to have still been blazing on the surface some hours later.
b) A U-boat blew up.�� Division of Anti-Submarine Warfare doubts whether the simultaneous explosion of all the torpedoes in a U-boat could produce an explosion of the magnitude here reported.
c) That the shock was due to a subterranean earthquake.
The shock of the explosion and lack of any visible effect supports the view that the explosion occurred below the surface.
These reports appear sufficiently remarkable to warrant further investigation. It is therefore suggested that the Masters of all ships of this convoy be asked to describe their experiences at this time, and whether any eruption of the surface of the water was seen. It is requested that Division of Anti-Submarine Warfare may be informed of any facts which throw any light on the origin of this unexplained explosion.�
�Pretty amazing,� said Kelly. �An undersea earthquake? I hardly think that would register as an explosion, or have the effects described by the eye witnesses. Since when would an earthquake produce quantities of dead fish at the surface? No, this was clearly an explosion.�
�The Royal Navy felt that it could not be a U-boat, even if all her torpedoes exploded at once�it was that damn big. They didn�t even consider it might be a mine�much too small. And there were no reports on the German side indicating any loss of a U-boat here.�
�Then it had to be on Darlington Court,� said Paul.
�But that was discounted as well,� said Maeve. �That ship was just carrying wheat.�
�Wheat can explode,� said Robert. �Grain silos have ignited in the past.�
�True, but the explosion was enormous,� said Paul, �That�s what the report says, so perhaps it had a little help. And we must remember our Sherlock Holmes� �When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.� And Darlington Court is what remains, at least in our history. She was the only ship that was under water in that area, because British Security was still afloat as was Cockaponset, just about to sink. Her captain�s report states the explosion literally shook his boat.�
�Add a nice bomb to all that wheat and you might get a fairly significant detonation,� said Robert. �You think the Assassins managed to get a bomb aboard her to possibly sink her and save Wohlfarth torpedoes?�
�Well we know how much these terrorists love to blow things up,� said Paul. �Someone has obviously intervened here to spare Darlington Court. She doesn�t get hit and there is no underwater explosion reported in the altered Meridian. That�s even more evidence that she was the source of that unexplained event. Suppose they had a bomb hidden in her hold. Suppose they meant to detonate it when Wohlfarth fires, giving him another kill, as it were. It may have influenced his decision on retaining that last torpedo.�
�Then they would want to time it perfectly if it was a ruse to dissuade Wohlfarth from wasting a torpedo,� said Robert. �There were two explosions on Darlington Court, in the RAM Bank history, fore and aft. But this really big explosion happened well after that in our data. Look at the times noted in the reports. Darlington Court is hit twice at 09:38, and the explosion is reported at 10:50. That�s seventy-two minutes later, well after Wohlfarth�s attack should have been concluded.�
They sat with that for a while, trying to imagine scenarios where the explosion could be fit neatly into an intervention plan. �Could they have planned to blow up Darlington Court, and just botched the timing?� Paul suggested.
�Or could it have been aimed at causing damage to the German U-Boats, a very powerful undersea explosion,� Kelly put in. �In that case it would be the other side involved�the Order.�
�Well whatever it was, they botched it on both counts,� said Maeve. �If they smuggled a bomb on board they should have detonated it the instant a U-Boat was sighted. The convoy would assume it was torpedoed, but they blew it. Wohlfarth got to the ship too quickly, sunk it, and their bomb went off later, accounting for the underwater explosion as Paul suggests, at least in our history.�
�Yet none of this happens on the altered Meridian,� said Robert. �That�s the time line we�re dealing with now.�
�This is some serious shit here,� said Kelly. �What do you mean, in our history? You�re talking like the Assassins or the Order were at work on our timeline. There are signs of intervention all over this attack on the convoy.�
Robert didn�t catch the full implications of what Kelly had said, being caught up with his own train of thought. �Now reason this out,� he said. �Any ship that survives here is at least one more torpedo for Wohlfarth and U-556 to use elsewhere. All three go down in our RAM Bank data. Yet one survives when we look at altered history. On the surface you might conclude an intervention like this would have been run by the Assassins. As for the bomb, I�ll go along with Paul and Maeve and agree they may have had a bomb aboard Darlington Court, possibly to get rid of her before she enters Wohlfarth�s periscope sights and thus remove at least one potential target. But the Assassins wouldn�t have done that.�
�This is getting very curious,� said Paul. �I wondered what you were up to, and it seems you dug up some fairly interesting research here. Yet this bit about Darlington Court still has a lot of haze around it. This was a fairly large convoy. There would have been no shortage of potential targets here.�
�Yes,� said Robert. �I must say that I have an odd feeling about all of this. I can�t quite put it together in my mind yet, but I found other signs of what looked like obvious tampering concerning these ships. Darlington Court was moved from column seven in the Convoy to the lead ship in column four just before the U-boat attack. Wohlfarth attacks column four. Could someone be moving her into harm�s way, I wondered? Then there was a lot of shenanigans concerning that third ship.�
�Cockaponset?�
�Yes, she was supposed to have been assigned to convoy HX-123, but that assignment was cancelled. Then she was to sail with convoy HX-125�cancelled, then HX-125�also cancelled. Finally she gets assigned to HX-126, the fateful convoy Wohlfarth finds.�
�It�s as if someone really wanted that ship in convoy HX-126,� said Maeve.
�I considered that,� said Robert. �But why? There was no shortage of ships, as Paul says. Why does this one have to be in the convoy? And if the steaming position of Darlington Court was moved deliberately, putting her right ahead of British Security in column number four, then that would be the Order at work. They want her to get hit�� He let that fall like a stone in still water, and waited for their reactions.
Maeve seemed to pale with that thought, finally picking up on the thread Kelly had hold of a moment earlier. �But this all happened in our history�the cancelations regarding Cockaponset, the repositioning of Darlington Court, the odd explosion. Robert was reading data from our RAM Bank in those ship reports. If this bomb theory holds up, then it means someone was operating against our Meridian before we even became aware of this!� The conclusion was obvious. �If that is so, then� By God! Do you realize what that would have to mean? Our history, the RAM Bank data, all of it would have to be��
�An altered Meridian,� said Paul, and the silence following his words was profound.

Part VIII
Altered States

�All that we see or seem
Is but a dream within a dream.�

�Edgar Alan Poe


�Reality is but an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.� 
�Albert Einstein


Chapter 22

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 12:15 P.M
�It�s a real possibility,� said Paul. �I�ve considered it many times before this�every time I run across an oddity in our own history. I know, I could be imposing my own inner fears on external events, but don�t you all agree that this looks like deliberate intervention?�
�It does, but you can�t judge a book by its cover,� said Maeve, unwilling to think that the world and history she knew so well was the creation and result of a conflict that had been raging in Time, unbeknownst to her and the others. She considered what Paul suggested. Once they demonstrated Time travel to the past was viable, that possibility instantly migrated forward on the continuum as well. How hard would it have been for someone to take action to alter events affecting the history they knew? Any moment they spent outside the protective influence of the Nexus Point they were vulnerable.
Kelly�s RAM Bank idea, and the Golems, had been created to try and immediately warn them when tampering was occurring. The Golems would sample available information and it would be continually compared to the RAM Bank, with all variations noted and color coded and charted in a chronological Meridian. Yet she realized that if anything had changed before he built the RAM Bank, they would not know about it. Though their Touchstone database was an enormous accumulation of data, was it comprehensive? Was it all encompassing? No, it was merely a record of what was known to happen, and 95% of all that actually had happened remained unknown, unwritten, lost in Time. Changes could occur and they would not be aware of it. The world would seem to be normal, but it would not be the world they were born to. Was it so even now? It was an uncomfortable feeling to think that their hold on reality depended on the thin stream of battery power that constantly fed the live RAM Bank data.
How did it work? Kelly had explained it to her before. There was a low level Nexus constantly in force, limited in size and scale, yet surrounding and protecting the bank, their touchstone on the history as they believed it should be. But what if it had been contaminated by an earlier intervention? Or worse, what if it failed one day? Look what had just happened to the Golems! With multiple Nexus Points open, and interventions being run by all sides in the conflict, they could no longer reach a sure weight of opinion. So instead of knowing the outcome of their interventions, it was coming down to simple human judgment now, fraught with the endless possibility of error and compounded by too many cooks, spoiling the broth of Time.
�It looks like tampering,� she said, �at least from our perspective, but it may not be that at all. We can sit here and discuss this all day until the power fails again and the generators run dry, but this is something we cannot know to a certainty. We just have to proceed on faith, as it were. We already know that if we shut down the Arch and dissipate the Nexus Point we�re living in an altered Reality. This whole effort is to try and reverse that, but don�t be surprised if I tell you that looks to be nigh on to impossible now. This damnable Time war is causing too many fractures in the continuum. Look at this situation here! We�ve changed things, they�ve done the same�both sides. If the Order is involved in this operation as well, then we have at least three open Nexus Points impacting these events. Who�s going to have the final say here?�
�We are,� said Paul.
�How can you be so sure?�
�Because our position on the continuum antedates any Nexus that may be open in the future. Any change they make can never be certain as long as we�re here in their past capable of making an alteration to counter it before any of them were even born! Yes, there�s a damn war on, and it�s clear to us that both sides are trying to manipulate these events. We may see demons in every corner of the history now, but we know this is likely�they are tampering here, and it may involve more than we think or realize at the moment. I mean, why not just blow up the transport this Lt. Thomason is on? Why go through all these hoops involving the fate of the Bismarck? Hasn�t that occurred to any of you?�
�I must say,� said Robert. �We�ve been going round and round about magnetic pistols on the torpedoes, but a good Glock pistol with a silencer would be a much simpler solution than the things we�ve been planning here. The Assassins got that name for a reason. Yes, why couldn�t they just go back and find this man and kill him before he leads his raid at Bardia, and make an end of it that way? For that matter, why don�t we just go and arrange the unfortunate demise of an ancestor to this terrorist, Kenan Tanzir. We know who his father is, and I�ll bet we can find his grandfather as well. See what I mean?�
�The grandfather problem,� said Maeve. �If you kill his grandfather he never existed, and therefore you never had a reason to do so. Time�s solution seems to be to prevent that from happening, by some means.�
�Except in the case of a Zombie,� said Paul.
�A Zombie?� Kelly laughed. �What are you talking about? You�ve been watching too many movies, Paul.�
�Yes, a Zombie,� Paul explained. �The walking dead. Kenan�s father is supposed to have died, but the Assassins did something to prevent his death. He�s alive, a walking dead man now, and we�re trying to put him back in his grave so that the Heisenberg Wave that generates will re-arrange the quantum state of the universe to our liking. You can�t do the grandfather thing because in that instance you deny his existence completely and Paradox prevents your action. But you can kill a Zombie by restoring the moment of his natural death to the continuum. We did it with old St. Lambert and Grimwald just a few days ago. They were both Zombies created by interventions taken by the Assassin cult.�
�What about Ra�id Husan al Din?� asked Kelly. �We prevented his birth to reverse Palma the first time. We denied his existence completely with that act.�
�Did we? I�m still not sure exactly what we did on that mission, though we clearly got an outcome that reversed Palma. We certainly went nose to nose with Paradox in that event. You�re right. If we prevented his birth that what reason did we ever have to do so? I think Paradox made a compromise with us. It wanted you as wergild, Kelly. It accepted our intervention, but the price was your life, until Mr. Graves and his associates reneged on the deal when they snatched you away into a safe Nexus Point in the future. I�ve been thinking about that and it comes down to this: Time is not a zero sum game. It has rules, principles, yes, and it tries to enforce them but it doesn�t always succeed, and it never gets an absolutely perfect balance sheet. Like DNA itself, it makes mistakes, glorious and magnificent errors, and sometimes catastrophic ones, from our limited perspective. When they pulled you out, as far as Paradox was concerned, you were gone. It moved on, closed the wound in the continuum, and that was that.�
He tapped Kelly on the shoulder. �You�re supposed to be dead, if you�ll forgive my saying so again, my friend, but you are not just anybody. Orwell was correct, some animals are simply more equal than others. You�re a Prime Mover, Kelly. We all are. While that does not make us invulnerable where intervention is concerned, Time has difficulty getting its change orders filled when a major Prime is involved. Prime Movers and Free Radicals are particularly problematic where Paradox is concerned. They weigh heavily on the scale of possible outcomes. Time tries to balance her books, but sometimes she simply cannot do so. In that instance Paradox does what it can, an annihilating force. But we have clearly seen that certain factors can stand, even in the face of that awesome power.�
�You mean us?�
�Not just us, but any major Prime has power to resist change�even face down Paradox itself. Remember all those near miss assassination attempts against Napoleon in the mission we ran to uncover the Rosetta Stone? Remember how they took shots at him, but each and every one misfired?�
�Remember all the knives that went into Julius Caesar?� Maeve jibed. �He didn�t get a hall pass.�
�True, but we do not know his true status. We may think of him as a Prime Mover, but Time may regard him otherwise. And everybody dies, Maeve. That was his fate. Yet this I do know� A Prime Mover, particularly one protected in a Nexus Point, is like a rock in the stream. This is not always the case for Free Radicals like Ra�id Husan al Din. Given the intervention we made, Time looked at what was left of the situation, and sometimes she just has to take what she gets. She�s not all powerful. The alteration we worked was achieved by Grand Primes in a Protected Nexus. We have power too, and we�ve proved that over and over again. You are here, Kelly. Your life persists, in spite of the fact that Paradox would rather have you dead.�
Kelly shrugged, �I�m a Zombie!�
�Yes, but you�re a fairly good looking one as Zombies go,� said Maeve, relieving the tension. �Alright. It�s clear that we have an altered state now. We�re starting from an altered Meridian, and struggling to make changes that suit us to create yet another altered Meridian. Yet we�re slowly losing integrity on the Time line we came from, what we like to call the Prime Meridian. There have been so many interventions since we let this genie out of the bottle that I doubt if we will ever be able to put things back the way they were on the eve of the first experiment. And may I remind you that by attempting to reverse Palma we are not restoring anything, we�re simply creating something new. We knew that the minute Kelly stole up on us at his own memorial service. We�ve known it all along, so let�s dispense with this notion that we are the defenders of the continuum, trying to preserve its integrity. We�re not. We�re simply trying to push reality into a shape we like, relying on the nostalgic memory of that old world and the data in out RAM Bank to guide us. It�s as if we were dreamers, concocting our own private world.�
�All men dream,� said Paul quoting T. E. Lawrence, �but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dreams with open eyes, to make it possible� We are the dreamers of the day,� he concluded, �and that,� he pointed at the massive titanium security door that led down to the Arch, �that gives us the power to make our dreams come true. Yes, we cannot imagine every circumstance, or foresee every consequence of what we do, but we act because we can, and then we, like Mother Time, will have to simply look at what we get and live with it.�
They were silent for a moment until Nordhausen cleared his throat. �Alright, then how are we going to proceed? Do we back out of this intervention or do we go forward? And if we proceed where to we act�with the convoy captain, with Darlington Court, with the U-boat and torpedo thing, or something else? Or do we just blow this whole thing off and go back and arrange the death of Kenan Tanzir�s father?�
�Something tells me that last option is off the table,� said Paul. �A man�s life has roots where he is planted, yet sometimes they become entwined with the roots of other events and become so knotted that to change his fate you must confine your gardening to a given plot of holy ground. That�s all we really are in the final scheme of things, gardeners. We water here, prune there, pull up weeds when we find them. These events all seem knotted together with the history of this battle and the fate of the Bismarck. The vengeance that was born in the heart of Kenan�s father resulted from a bombardment by British battleships�some of the very same ships, commanded by the very same officers in this campaign against Bismarck. I don�t see all the connections yet, but there is obvious entanglement here, even on a quantum level, and there may be something else involved that we have yet to see, some worm in the loam of the soil we are all tilling at that has some profound effect in the future.�
�He waxes poetic,� said Kelly. �But I suppose Paul has a good point. Our research led us here, to this campaign. If the Assassins and the Order are also running interventions in this history, then their research led them both here too. We can make all kinds of assumptions, but this appears to be where the action is at the moment, and so I say we march to the sound of the guns. Let�s kick some ass! Bismarck is supposed to be sunk, whether our take on reality is valid or not. It�s a ship full of Zombies, Maeve. We�re Prime Movers, and we think she belongs at the bottom of the sea, so let�s put her there!�
�Bravo,� said Paul. �We�re in an altered state to begin with, an altered Meridian, but as long as we�re here, we may as well be comfortable. I simply will not accept the world out there if we let Palma stand. So let�s change the history as best we can here and see what we end up with. We may not ever again get all the pieces of this puzzle put back together again, Maeve, but we can try. I vote we let the intervention we�ve made thus far stand and continue to try and sink the Bismarck. I don�t know what we can do about Hood if she survives�all those lives moving into the continuum�another ship full of Zombies. I don�t know what we can do about Arethusa and the lives lost there, may they rest in peace. That�s up to the Heisenberg Wave and Paradox to decide when we finish.�
�Yes,� said Maeve sourly. �Let�s hope nobody aboard Arethusa goes on to have any significant ancestors�is that what you�re saying? And let�s hope everybody off HMS Hood goes on to lead saintly lives. It would be a shame if we inadvertently set loose a future axe murderer, right?� The sarcasm in her voice was obvious. �I vote we swat down Lonesome Dove and see if we can start over.� She folded her arms, frowning.
Everyone looked at Robert.
�I take it Kelly and I want to operate further,� said Paul. �That�s two votes. So it�s all on you for the moment, Robert. This is your research. Do we proceed now or turn this off and try for something better? If you vote no, then we have a stalemate here, a 2-2 deadlock, and we�ll just have to talk it through until we reach a consensus on some other way to operate.�
�Well� I hate to incur the wrath of Maeve,� said the professor. �But I�ve invested a lot of time digging in this little garden already, to use your own metaphor, Paul. I say we pull the weeds, dig up this worm Kenan Tanzir, and then see what we get. I vote we proceed now, one way or another.�
�Then it�s decided,� said Paul looking at Maeve. �We�ll act from where we are, as discretely as possible, Maeve. I understand how you feel, but we�re in this far and we need to follow through. Here�s how I see it. I don�t see how shuffling the shipping order on these steamers in Convoy HX-126 is going to help us, or anyone else, for that matter. Wohlfarth has demonstrated himself to be an unstable variable here, a Free Radical. He�s going to do what he�s going to do. We could line all the ships up for him and he might just decide to take a pass. Nor do I think we�ll have much luck if we try to sink or eliminate U-556 from the scenario. It�s Bismarck we�re after. If she survives she�ll cause havoc to the history. This we�ve already seen. We have to sink her, so it�s time for another intervention. We may not have the Golems to guide us, but we can send practical and sound information as to her movements as we know them now.�
�But we don�t know them,� Maeve protested.
�Wait a second�� said Kelly, sitting up in his chair, his attention suddenly drawn to the Golem module. My, my. Yes we do!� He pointed to the Golem screen, active again, lights winking on and off, colors migrating on the chronology line indicating fresh new data was resolved from the stream and coalesced into a valid potential outcome. �It looks like Golem 7 is leading the charge again, and the others have finally reached a weight of opinion,� he said excitedly.
�No,� said Paul. �But three Prime Movers in this very room just did, and I think our resolution here has just broken the log jam. As long as we were in doubt, unresolved, with no clear path ahead, the Golems were lost in confusion as well. But we just set our minds on a course of action, and it�s already had an effect.�
�God help us,� said Maeve.
�Alright then,� said Paul. �You say you have an old US officer�s steamer trunk, Maeve? Drag it out. Here�s what I propose we do��

Chapter 23

Battleship Bismarck, Western Approaches, 25 May, 1941
�We are fifty miles ahead of them by now,� said Lindemann. �It�s not a safe margin yet, but the initiative is ours, sir. We can turn southwest into the Atlantic at any time and meet up with a tanker.�
It had been a long 24 hours since that first brief engagement with the British fleet. Bismarck and Prince Eugen had steamed south at good speed, slowly pulling away from the British main body, though a pesky light cruiser had dogged their heels for some time. At dawn and dusk she seemed to disappear, and L�tjens took heart, thinking they had thrown off the pursuit at last. But by mid day she was there again, re-directed by Swordfish off of HMS Victorious equipped with Type 279 air to surface search radar.
�Those antiquated planes haven�t dared to try and mount another attack,� said L�tjens. �I doubt if they will try again today.�
�They are using them as search planes now,� said Lindemann. �But I think we must turn again, Admiral, and soon. We have two choices. Either we make for Brest and join Scharnhorst and Gneisenau for a major operation in the months ahead, or we go it alone in the Atlantic. Our fuel situation will determine the wisest course. If we shake off the enemy for certain, then a rendezvous with a tanker is a practical choice. We could ask for a U-boat screen in that event.�
�But if they still have our location, the time it would take to refuel both ships would give them a very good chance of catching up.�
�I don�t think they know where we are, sir,� said Lindemann. �That cruiser has disappeared again.�
L�tjens considered his options. �And what if we fail to find a tanker in short order? How much fuel do we have for regular operations?�
�Two days, sir,� said Lindemann. �We must rendezvous with an oiler or reach a friendly port in 48 hours.�
The admiral thought for some time on this. Bismarck had broken out, at little cost, but she had no laurels to take home should they turn for a French port now. Yet the prospect of leading his old battle fleet of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau out, this time with Bismarck as the flagship, was a powerful lure.
�This latest signal from Group West,� he said, holding up the translated cable. �It seems the British have put together another heavy convoy with reinforcements bound for Alexandria. We�re beating them about the head and shoulders on Crete and the rush is on to get reinforcements to that theater. Group West is of a mind that this convoy is now lightly defended.�
�Sir?� Lindemann found it hard to believe that the British would take such risks.
�Yes, Convoy WS-8B was spotted and her position fixed. We lost a big Kondor seaplane tracking her. The convoy put to sea and was joined by HMS Britannic, the fast troop ship that has been running to New York. The Georgic is also steaming in that convoy. What trophies they would make, eh Lindemann? And there are other prizes to be had there, numerous troop ships were reported. There were no battleships spotted with the convoy either, most likely reassigned to look for us! But now we will be more than happy to take on that duty for the British. Group West gives her position and heading to the east of us, between our position and Brest. I want to turn 70 degrees to port and head east at your earliest opportunity. We will catch this convoy, get our just laurels, and then refuel at Brest with Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. When next we set sail, there will be no force on the sea capable of threatening us.�
Lindemann had some misgivings about this plan, much preferring his tanker rendezvous instead.
�What about Prince Eugen, sir?�
�She will follow your plan, Lindemann.� He threw a bone to the captain, sensing his mood on the matter. �Have her fall astern and we will take the van just before we make our turn. Then we will break west and Prince Eugen will continue on this heading with the aim of leading the British off on a merry chase.�
�I see,� said Lindemann, still concerned. �And what if the British do not follow her, sir? What if they follow us instead?�
�We will not know that for some time, captain. But we are losing our cover of darkness. That cruiser shadowing us is nowhere to be seen. Signal Prince Eugen at once and inform her of these orders. We will execute as soon as she is ready.�
�Aye, sir.�
~ ~ ~
Aboard HMS King George V Admiral Tovey was beginning to feel very alone. His entire fleet was nearing the point of no return on fuel, and the problem was particularly acute with his cruisers. Kenya had been out in front for some time now, but as dawn approached he was forced to order her to fall off station.
Lindemann had been correct on two counts. The cruiser had vanished, yet the first reason was that HMS Kenya�s perfect Mauve camo scheme had again blended in to the violet grey sky, making her virtually invisible in these hours of early morning light. The second was that Kenya could no longer stand her watch. The cruisers were running very low on fuel and Tovey also had to decide what to do with HMS Victorious. The carrier was going to run out of fuel well before King George V. He could not send Victorious home alone with U-boats about, and so the shorter legged cruisers would set the time of her departure, and serve as escort when she was dismissed from the task force. When Kenya vanished that morning, she would not return, and when the cruisers left with her, Tovey�s Home Fleet would have been reduced to his single ship. Hood and Prince of Wales were still running south on a parallel track, but were some forty miles to the west.
With the cruisers gone it would be up to King George V to keep a hold on Bismarck. Even now he was burning more precious fuel, increasing to 28 knots to try and make up the ground lost over night. He needed to make radar contact again quickly, but a last idea occurred to him, and he discussed it with his Chief of Staff.
�I�m afraid sending in the Swordfish again this morning will be fruitless, Brind,� he said. �But Victorious could do us one last service as she leaves and fly a search operation. What do you suggest?�
�Southwest arc, sir,� said Brind with little hesitation. �If I were Bismarck I�d see about a turn in that direction, if she already hasn�t done as much. There will be U-boats to form a picket line for her in the Atlantic, and she can rendezvous with an oiler there.�
�Make it so,� said Tovey.
Ten minutes later Victorious was turning into the wind for the last time on this mission, and seven of her nine Swordfish lumbered down the armored deck to take wing again, forming up and turning on a heading of 225 degrees southwest before they began to fan out on their individual search tracks. Each plane would fly out and back, with all seven plotted in such a way as to search a near 180 degree arc. When they landed on Victorious it would be their final mission in the hunt for Bismarck, and one came home with some very good news.
~ ~ ~
Lt. Pollard was in plane 5K off the Victorious that morning, his observer, Beattie, intently scanning the sea with his field glasses as they searched. His was the leftmost slice of the arc Victorious was searching, and it mostly covered the edge of the course where they had last sighted the battleship.
The winds were up and the sky was still broken with banks of ragged clouds, tinged pink and grey in the early morning hours. Not having radar in their plane, they searched for some time along the track, seeing nothing. Pollard was watching his fuel gauge closely as well. When he has consumed forty percent he would begin making a gradual turn to begin the homeward leg of his pattern.
When he did so Beattie spoke up, shouting over the engine noise. �Aren�t we turning the wrong way?�
�Too many clouds in that direction,� Pollard shouted back. �We won�t see a damn thing. This track is clear.�
They flew on for some time, and then Beattie noted a dark shape ahead, trailing a long, white wake in the sea. �Ship ahead!�
Pollard looked about, plotting the best way to approach under cover without losing the contact. He slipped into a cloud and when it broke to the clear in places, Beattie had a good look at the target through his field glasses. Amazingly, there was no flak from the ship.
�What�s her heading?� said Pollard.
�Looks to be due south.�
�That�s the Germans then. None of our ships this far out. Get a message off quick now. Sighted one ship bearing course 180 degrees south, our position.�
Beattie tapped out his intelligence report and, low on fuel, they banked into a cloud and turned north for Victorious, some sixty miles away now by Pollard�s calculations.
�I hope to bloody God we can still find Vicky,� said Pollard. �But what in the world is old King George going to do if she finds the Germans all on her own?�
Pollard had little to worry about just then, because the ship they had sighted was the cruiser Prince Eugen, still steaming due south as L�tjens had ordered. Her companion, Bismarck had bid her farewell and good hunting, turning 70 degrees to port ten minutes earlier.
When the signal came in to Victorious it was quickly passed on to Tovey on King George V, where it raised far more questions than it answered.
�One ship sighted?� said Tovey. �What kind of ship? A cruiser? A battleship? This information is not clear.�
�I�m sorry, sir,� said Brind, �but it�s all we have for the moment.�
�Bloody pilots need training in proper signals protocol,� said Tovey, obviously unhappy. �Anything from the other planes?�
�Not a word, sir. Oh, the rightmost plane in the search arc sighted Hood and Prince of Wales and signaled two ships�but it wasn�t coded, sir.�
�Not coded? Damn it, Brind! We should have kept the bloody planes on Victorious for all the good this does us. What if the Germans pick up that wireless message?�
�A bit of a mess here, sir,� Brind agreed.
�Very well,� Tovey fumed, thinking. �We�ll hold this course based on the one good sighting we do have. And I think we�d better get Hood and Prince of Wales off to the east somewhat, on a line to join up with us. She was in a good position for dawn, but it�s time we brought them our way. It�s going to be a bit lonesome out here today.�
�I understand, sir. I�ll signal Admiral Holland our intentions and ask him to make his turn as soon as practical.�
�Very well,� said Tovey, still upset with the sloppy reporting from the pilots of Victorious. �It�s likely the Germans suspect they are there in any case.� He had misgivings about bringing the carrier along, and now she seemed more of a liability than an asset. Yet her crews, raw as they were, had done their best and pulled off three missions to give them some salt. It was only fortune and good luck that none of them were killed.
He considered his situation. There was still at least one German ship ahead of him on this course, and very likely two. He didn�t relish the prospect of trying to engage them both on his own. All the more reason to join up with Admiral Holland and his ships. And what about this convoy, WS-8B, another �Winston Special� outbound for Alexandria? It was steaming due south now, and Pound at the Admiralty had taken it upon himself to detach its only significant escort, the battleship Rodney. Her position at midnight had been some 160 miles east southeast of King George V, but he had heard nothing since. The big battleship was too slow for a chase like this, and she would have to be maneuvered with some foresight if he was to have any hope of getting her into the battle.
He considered sending a message asking where Rodney was so he could get his ships in hand and plot proper intercept headings. Yet something cautioned him to maintain radio silence on that issue for the time, at least until he determined what he still had in front of him. The situation was hardly satisfactory, but it was all he had for the moment, and he carried on.
~ ~ ~
Off to the east, the captain of HMS Rodney had called a committee together of all senior officers aboard to consider what he might do. He had been detached from convoy duty on expressed orders from the Admiralty. It seemed Admiral Pound was getting fond of moving ships about on his plotting table, he thought.
Rodney was a middle aged ship, ungainly at sea, yet powerfully built, with nine big 16 inch guns all forward. It was well enough they were placed there, for she was so slow that, more often than not, the ship would be well behind anything she was to fire at.
Her captain, Frederick Dalrymple-Hamilton, was also a big slow man, a tall Scott, powerfully built like his ship. At midnight, just as Tovey and Holland had turned due south to chase Bismarck, his ship was still steaming on a southwesterly course of about 230 degrees. Pound had sent him this heading, but no further instructions, and he realized if he held to this course he would soon find himself well behind the action by the time he got out west closer to Home Fleet.
Orders were orders, yet having misgivings about his lot, he summoned his committee and thought to seek a weight of opinion from his senior officers. He had his navigator, the ship�s commander, and several other officers that had come aboard to gain passage to America. Rodney had been bound for New York, and eventually a berth in Boston where she was to undergo some much needed refitting. Even now her decks were stacked with packing crates filled with equipment and material to be used in patching her up. It was well past time for the old girl to get a facelift, he thought, but the cargo was likely to be a nuisance if he had to go to action stations.
He could avoid all that by just settling in and keeping to this heading. Then he would have a nice uneventful cruise to the States, if he could keep clear of U-boats. The fact that he had to dismiss his destroyer escorts to keep watch on the convoy also worried him.
So he brought in his senior rankings and these two odd interlopers as well, just to see what all the hatbands and stripes would come to in a brief discussion. And one man, the American liaison officer Wellings, was to make a very strong impression on him that night. He was a curious fellow�seemed to want his ear from the moment he set foot on the ship. Well now for it, thought Hamilton. Let him have his say.

Chapter 24

HMS Rodney, 00:10 hours, 25 May, 1941
�Well Gentlemen, that�s our present situation,� said Captain Hamilton. �We�ve no further instructions from the Admiralty, but that could change. Your thoughts are, of course, welcome.� He looked at the American, Wellings, as if he knew the man would be the first to speak, and he was not disappointed.
�If I may, sir,� said Wellings. �What�s to be gained by holding this heading? You�ve said yourself that it will put you well behind Admiral Tovey by the time we get out west.� He was a tall, thin man, dark eyed, clean, and dressed out in proper US Navy whites. The stripes on his cuff and shoulder insignia made him to be a Lieutenant Commander.
But Wellings was more than he seemed.
Not long ago insofar as he was concerned, but more than sixty years hence, a man had stepped across a bold thick line painted on a heavy concrete floor, and vanished into a whirl of dizzying light and sound.
He appeared in Bristol, England, near the Clyde anchorage where HMS Rodney had been waiting to escort Convoy WS-8B, the second half of the �Winston Special� series that was bound to reinforce the British position in Egypt. The first half had been designated WS-8A, dubbed the Tiger Convoy by Sir Winston himself, as he deemed its bold move to sail directly across the Med instead of going round the Cape of Good Hope was rather like riding a tiger into the fray by the quickest route possible. There had been a near miss tragedy when the Germans surprised the British and sortied briefly with the battlecruiser Gneisenau.
Luckily Force H was near at hand, sailing north at that very moment to cover the Tiger Convoy, and the cruiser Sheffield, followed soon after by the battlecruiser Renown, engaged the German raider and sent her scurrying back to the safety of her berth at Brest. Sheffield was damaged and laid up in Gibraltar, but Tiger Convoy, part one, passed safely and made her delivery of precious Matilda and Crusader tanks and Hurricane fighters to General Wavell. 57 tanks were lost when the transport Empire Song sang her last after striking a mine, but another 200 tanks were safely delivered, and spurred General Wavell to launch an aptly named operation aimed at relieving the siege at Tobruk.
Operation Brevity lasted little more than a day, first throwing the Italians into confusion, until local counterattacks and German reinforcements from Rommel stopped the British advance. It seemed General Wavell needed another nudge in the right direction, and so Convoy WS-8B was launched, one of the largest convoys ever assembled to that point in the war. HMS Rodney was to be her principle escort for a time, before heading west to Boston for her refit.
That night in Bristol the real Lieutenant Wellings, USN, was having dinner at a hotel when a tall man in crisp navy whites came drifting into the dining room, his eyes searching and immediately falling on his fellow naval officer. He came right over, removing his cap as he spoke.
�Lieutenant Wellings?�
�Yes?�
�May I join you, sir?�
Wellings was accustomed to receiving odd messages at any hour, for he had been an American Assistant Naval Attach� in London for the last year. Now he was heading home, scheduled to board the British battleship Rodney for the trans-Atlantic cruise. The battleship would escort Convoy WS-8B out of the Clyde, and then eventually steam for New York and Boston for a refit.
The man seated himself opposite Wellings and smiled. �Forgive the interruption, sir, but I have new orders for you.�
�New orders?�
�Yes, sir.� The man handed him an envelope. �It seems Washington would like you home just a bit sooner. You�re now scheduled to fly out of Bristol on DC-3 number 171, sir. Your flight will leave at 20:30 hours. One stop at Reykjavik, Iceland for a 24 hour layover.�
�Damn,� said Wellings. �That�s only just enough time to get to the air field.�
�Oh, don�t worry, sir,� I�ve arranged a cab for you. It should be waiting outside in about twenty minutes. They�ll hold the plane.� The man looked at a wrist watch, too loose on his thin wrist, and smiled again. �I�m terribly sorry, sir. Somewhat of an inconvenience, but at least you�ll get straight home in a couple of days.�
�Better than idling aboard Rodney for a week,� said Wellings, finally warming to the idea. The man saluted, excused himself, and slipped away. He didn�t even recall his name, though he did note the man was of equal rank. Funny he should not have met him sooner, but he assumed he was one of many new officers arriving in theater as the war began to heat up to a low boil.
We�ll be in it soon enough, he thought, but for the moment I�m happy to be out of it. Wellings finished his steak, quaffing down the glass of wine he had hoped to linger over, then opened the envelope and briefly noted his new orders. Everything seemed in order�a bit hastily typed, but in order. He sighed, looking at his watch, then got up and went to look for the cab.
Hours later a man boarded HMS Rodney with a crisp salute as he was piped on, one Lieutenant Commander Wellings, American Liaison to the Admiralty, at least according to the guest manifest. Yet he was not who he seemed.
Sometime later Paul Dorland sat contentedly in his navy whites, and comfortably in his assumed identity, one of seven men around a table in the captain�s quarters on HMS Rodney. Paul was the seventh, Golem 7 in his own right, and he would fight to sway the weight of opinion here with as much pluck and energy as Kelly�s search programs. Nordhausen�s research had been spot on, and that handy navy steamer trunk Maeve had acquired on eBay was perfect. It contained two full uniform sets, personal effects, and even orders, which they had cleverly altered and augmented for Paul�s planned mission.
They had been detached ten hours ago, and Convoy WS-8B was now steaming due south, diverted away from the area where the Royal Navy was trying to find and engage a German raiding task force led by the much feared battleship Bismarck. Captain Hamilton was looking for support for a decision he was already leaning heavily on, and Paul was just the man to give it to him. He might have done as much by transmitting a message, but something told him the situation needed a firmer hand, and so he resolved to go in under cover of this assumed identity and nudge things along.
�I�ve got some information I�ve been ordered to share with you, sir.�
�Information?�
�Yes, sir,� Paul leaned in, lowering his voice slightly as if to convey the notion that he was now speaking confidentially. The others were clearly interested.
�We have a Coast Guard cutter at sea in the vicinity of the operations out west,� he began. �Her regular duty is ice watch patrol, but it seems one of your convoys out of Halifax took it on the chin recently. She was therefore detailed to assist in survivor recovery for convoy HX-126.�
�Yes,� said Hamilton. �Bloody business that. The poor lot ran afoul of a wolf pack. Lost quite a few ships, I�m afraid.�
�Right,� said Paul, �Cockaponset, and British Security went down in the final attack. Darlington Court had a near miss. Well, the Modoc, that�s our cutter, reported in yesterday, sir, and I am now at liberty to disclose this message to you here. She sighted battleship Bismarck at these coordinates and times.� He handed the captain a paper, and Hamilton squinted at it briefly before handing it off to his navigator.
�If you chart that,� Paul continued, �You�ll see that this present heading is all wrong, sir. It�s clear that Bismarck has turned southeast, and we believe she is making for Brest, or possibly even trying to have a go at convoy WS-8B. You�ll have to turn due south at once to have any chance in the world of becoming a useful asset in this campaign.�
�I see,� said Hamilton. �I assume this report was also forwarded to the Admiralty? We�ve heard nothing from them at all on this.�
�As you might imagine, sir, Western Approaches Command is all astir with this Bismarck business. The message was sent, but whether it received prompt attention or not is anybody�s guess. I�ve been there, and I can say the situation gets a bit chaotic at times, if you don�t mind my saying so, sir.�
�Not at all,� said Hamilton. �Get enough Admirals in any one room and no one ends up knowing what to do.� He considered for a moment. �And what course would you say we adopt, Lieutenant Commander Wellings?�
�180 degrees due south, sir. It�s really your only option, and you will have to make your best speed even then if you�re to get to the party on time.� Paul folded his arms. He had made his pitch, and knew enough not to say anything further until someone else spoke first.
�Gentlemen?� Captain Hamilton regarded the other men present, but no one seemed to have any objection to the idea. The navigator knew his business well, and even without having to look at a chart he confirmed what Paul was saying. �We�ll definitely be out of it if we don�t turn, sir,� he said.
�Very well, gentlemen,� Captain Hamilton decided. �I think we have a consensus here, and I must say I agree with everything that�s been said.� To his navigator and senior staff officer he said: �Come round to course 180 degrees south at once and give me all the speed we can manage. The faster the better, should there be any U-boats about. That�s a good bit of timely intelligence, Wellings. I appreciate your candor. Now then, let�s get a signal off to the Admiralty notifying them of our intentions. I daresay Admiral Pound may have other ideas about it, but I believe Admiral Tovey on King George V will be more than gratified to learn of the action we�re taking here.�
�Very good, sir.�
At least for the moment, Golem 7 had prevailed.
~ ~ ~
Hamilton�s concern about lurking U-boats was well founded. Wohlfarth on U-556 had only just lowered his periscope, amazed to see yet another large British warship steaming on in apparent haste, and without proper escort.
Someone is all in huff over Bismarck, he knew. Damn the Royal Navy. You could sink five battleships and they would still find a way to pull another one out of their hat when needed. He had been listening to signal intercepts and had been mentally putting together a picture of the action forming up to his west. He had already taken one British battlecruiser out of the action, sure to earn the Knight�s Cross for that. But there were at least three big ships, a carrier, and a gaggle of light cruisers still chasing Bismarck. He remembered the pledge he had made to Captain Lindemann, half in jest, and half to cover the brash incident where he had deliberately fired on Bismarck�s towed target ship during gunnery exercises months ago.
He smiled inwardly, remembering the day he had gone over to the great ship himself, awed by her fearsomely sleek lines and menacing stature. He had knocked on Captain Lindemann�s ward room door and introduced himself with a stiff salute. At that meeting he had presented Lindemann with a drawing he had made, depicting himself as brave Sir Persifal, rushing to the rescue of Bismarck as she was harried by three British Swordfish.
He remembered exactly what he had written: �We, U-556, hereby declare before Neptune, Lord over oceans, seas, lakes, rivers, brooks, ponds, and rivulets, that we will provide any desired assistance to our Big Brother, the battleship Bismarck, at any place on the water, under water, on land, or in the air.�
A curse on the British! Those were steep enough odds already for Bismarck. Now a fourth battleship, was apparently steaming to get after her as well. He must notify Group West immediately of his sighting, and now he regretted his wanton attack on Convoy HX-126 in such an increasingly target rich environment.
�Damn,� he said aloud. �If only I had another few torpedoes!�
His navigator, Sub-Lieutenant Souvad returned at once. �But Captain, we do have two more torpedoes. They are in the reserve container on the outer deck.�
Wohlfarth spun about and looked at him, thinking. He had forgotten all about those last two fish because it was almost impossible to get them out of their casings and into the lower decks in bad weather. The weather was rough, and likely to get even worse according to the last meteorological report he had read. Yet if he could get at those last two torpedoes�. It was certainly worth a try at least. He waited for a few minutes, giving the big British ship ample time to steam on, then he gave the order �up periscope� again and had a look around for safety�s sake, satisfying himself that there were no destroyers about.
�Bring the boat up at once,� he said sharply. �Make ready to load torpedo reserve.�
�In this weather, sir?� His executive officer had obvious misgivings. �They�ll never manage a winch with the seas like this.�
�Perhaps not,� said Wohlfarth, �but they�ll damn well try, won�t they. Order it at once!�
Minutes later the U-boat had surfaced, tossed in the heavy swells but still stable enough in Wohlfarth�s estimation to mount the winch and see if he could get those last two torpedoes down below and into his forward tubes. He set a double watch and assigned the strongest men he had on the boat to the job. They strained and cursed, and labored for a long hour, opening the deck container and slowly working the torpedoes down into the cargo access hatch, one by one.
On more than one occasion the boat was slapped by a heavy wave and a sleek torpedo swayed dangerously on its hoisting harness, but the men had hold of her from two sides, one nearly slipping and falling off the boat before a burly master chief grabbed his arm to steady the man.
All the while the watchmen nervously scanned every horizon for any sign of British ships or planes. They were in the Western Approaches, a dangerous zone for a U-boat to be spotted, but an hour later, with much sweat and toil, the crews had their weapons secured below and were closing off the upper hatches.
Wohlfarth scratched at his short cropped curly beard, beaming with satisfaction. It was as if he had been given a second life, and he had every intention of using it to best advantage.
�Chief of the Boat, come round to course 180 degrees south,� he said excitedly. �Increase to fifteen knots. All ahead full.�
�Aye, captain.�
Now, he thought. Let us not incur the wrath of Neptune, God, Fate or Captain Lindemann. If the British want a fight, I will give them one. I�m going to follow that big fat British battleship and see where she leads me! We will see if I can change the odds yet again�

Part IX
The Last Hours

��these are the times of dreamy quietude, when beholding the tranquil beauty and brilliancy of the ocean�s skin, one forgets the tiger heart that pants beneath it; and would not willingly remember, that this velvet paw but conceals a remorseless fang.�
�Herman Melville


Chapter 25

HMS Rodney, 25 May, 1941 (Map 2, Point 2)
Dawn broke, grey and cold, with the winds rising and the seas churning with the tumult of an oncoming storm. Rodney was a large ship, however, with a wide beam and she rode out the swells with good stability. The big Scot, Hamilton, was on the bridge, and he had invited the American officer to join him there as he considered his situation.
Hamilton was well accustomed to USN officers aboard his ship. Earlier that year he had hosted the American Rear Admiral Ghormley, Mr. James Forrestal, Under Secretary of the USN, and a baker�s dozen of American Air Corps Officers. Secretary Forrestal was en route to negotiate the Lend-Lease agreement with the British Government at the time, and he found the other officers bright, fit, and well skilled. This one seemed no different.
�It seems we have new orders,� said Hamilton.
�Sir?� Paul was immediately concerned.
�Yes, the Admiralty wants us to steer 225 degrees. They believe Bismarck may attempt to meet up with an oiler in the Atlantic.�
Paul expected this, and he had his argument ready in hand. �I see,� he began. �But if I may, sir� what good would that course change do us now? We�re already 200 miles east of Admiral Tovey. If Bismarck has turned on 225 for the Atlantic we�ll never catch up. Yet consider your situation here, sir. You have passengers aboard, your decks are stacked high with boiler tubes in packing crates.�
�Yes, and then some,� said Hamilton. He did not tell the American he was also carrying the famous Elgin Marbles from the British Museum and many cases of gold bullion in his lower forward holds, ordered to deposit them safely in the United States. Apparently the marbles were not deemed safe enough where they had been hidden in the concrete reinforced Tube tunnel near the Aldwych branch of the Piccadilly subway line.
�Well, sir,� Paul went on. �Sir Winston�s convoy will be just fifty miles east of us by now, and heading south. There�s no heavy escort there aside from Exeter. What if Bismarck turns east for that convoy instead? If I know about it, it�s likely the Germans know about it as well. Our southerly course has served two purposes. We moved to a much better position to intercept Bismarck if she does head for France, and we�re also covering Convoy WS-8B. In fact, sir, I would even come two or three points to port now if I were in your shoes, but steering 225 will put us out of the game.�
�I quite agree,� said Hamilton. �Plotted it out this morning. And just between the two of us I�m having some difficulty interpreting this latest Admiralty order. Sir Dudly Pound�s fingerprints are all over it, and it appears unclear� for the moment,� he added at the end.
�Of course, sir.� One did not flaunt the orders of the First Sea Lord lightly, or without second thoughts. �I will say that your appraisal of the situation is much more aligned with our intelligence, sir.�
�That is somewhat encouraging,� said Hamilton with a smile. The man had to be an intelligence officer, he thought. How else would he know the positions of all these ships; know that only Exeter was left shepherding that convoy?
�If I may, sir,� Paul suggested. �Those crates stacked high on your B turret won�t do well if it comes to action stations.�
�Quite so,� said Hamilton. �I gave the order that they were to be removed, discretely, and stowed below decks. It�s getting a wee bit tight down there, what with all the passengers aboard. But tell me, Commander Wellings, what do you make our chances of sighting Bismarck on this heading and actually seeing action?�
�On this heading, sir? I make it a fifty-fifty proposition. Give her a nudge to port and I�d up those odd considerably.�
Hamilton raised an eyebrow at that, and had the sure feeling that this man knew more than he was telling for the moment. He seemed very well briefed on the navy�s current dispositions. �Well, sir,� he said. �I�ve got gimpy boilers all due for a major overhaul. If a nudge to port will help me close the distance, then I�ll indulge you.� He tipped his hat to Paul and spoke a clear order to the helmsman. �Three points to port and steady on 175.�
The captain was gratified to learn he had been right in his bones about holding a southerly course. Events to the west were to soon prove him, and this American, correct.
~ ~ ~
Off to the west, Admiral Tovey had completely missed Bismarck�s last turn. He steamed straight on his heading of 180, stubbornly following Prince Eugen, and soon was well south of Bismarck�s new easterly heading, though he had no reason to suspect the German ships had separated at the time. It was not until the search teams off the Victorious had landed and been fully debriefed that he began to feel he had made an error.
Hood and Prince of Wales had already turned east, ordered to try and close on Tovey�s position, and they crossed the Admiral�s wake sometime around 10:00 hours. He received notice of the Admiralty�s order for HMS Rodney to steer course 225. Where was the big battleship? It would have been sporting of them to include her position in the code, but they did not do so. Should he signal Admiral Holland to turn south now and conform to his movement following Prince Eugen?
It was then that he received what looked to be an urgent signal, tapped out in Morse code and apparently coming from a plane, given their take on its bearing. It read simply: �One German battleship sighted, course 115�� and there was nothing more.
�One battleship?� he said to Brind. �One bloody battleship steering 115? If that�s Bismarck then who in bloody blazes are we following? Radar still has a contact forward?�
�Aye, sir. It can only be Prince Eugen. If this latest signal is authentic, then it appears the German task force may have split up some time ago.�
�Damn,� Tovey was clearly unhappy. �Bismarck has given us the slip! Yet we have no position coded on that message? Where did it come from?�
�We don�t know, sir. Could Victorious have a straggler?�
�See about that Brind, will you?� The Admiral was deeply distressed. He was burning a lot of fuel running up at 28 knots, and now he learned he may have been steaming away from his prey since the morning watch! Yet if he took this signal to heart, assuming it was Bismarck, he would have to relinquish his hold on the German cruiser ahead of him, and give up that chase. If Bismarck was still there, he would steam off and lose the two of them altogether. It was a critical decision. What should he do?
~ ~ ~
An hour earlier, a man had stepped briskly off a trolley bus on Rumford Street, Liverpool and was walking past a nondescript building near the Exchange. It was the entrance to Western Approaches Command HQ, moved here in February of 1941 to coordinate the complex convoy traffic.
For all intents and purposes, he appeared to be a simple business man, pressed trousers and wool tweed blazer under a stiff derby, and he carried an umbrella against the threat of rain. But that was not all. A plain manila envelope was tucked under his arm and he pushed in through the narrow door, immediately sighting the reception desk.
�Signals?� he asked. �I�ve a message for Admiral Sir Percy Noble. Very high priority.�
The woman looked at him, thinking him a bit odd, but she took the envelope he handed her and set it down on her desk with a nod.
�Oh, no, I�m afraid that won�t do,� he said, his more aristocratic English accent just a tad out of place for Liverpool. �This needs to go in at once.� The man tapped at his pocket watch. �Time�s of the essence.�
�Very well,� the woman stood up with the envelope.
�And please stamp this urgent. Highest priority, if you please. If the Admiral doesn�t see it within the next ten minutes, well, I wouldn�t much care to be in your shoes then. If I make myself plain, Madame�� He pursed his lips, eyes fixed on the woman, waiting.
�I see,� she said quietly, and then picked up her stamp and properly marked the envelope for highest priority signals decode. It wasn�t at all uncommon to receive messages like this�especially if they were of a highly sensitive nature, the type of message one would not want generally transmitted by any other means. Couriers came and went at all hours, though they were not quite so pushy as this man seemed. She gave the man a wary glance and started off towards the Signals section.
�Top of the stack, my dear,� the man said after her. �The very top now.�
Professor Nordhausen had done as much as he could, and only hoped his urging had been taken to heart. He smiled, elated to be back in England again, if only for a very brief time. Then that thought set him in motion, and he turned, walking quickly out the door, down the street, and then into an alley way.
A few minutes later he had vanished.
~ ~ ~
AboardKing George V Brind was back in short order. �Victorious says they have everyone aboard sir, but suggests Coastal Command may have Catalinas up this morning�one last look before the weather closes in. The signal could have come from one of their planes, but that is not yet clear. And then there�s this, sir. Admiralty is all in a dither. It seems they are revoking their last order to Rodney and telling her to steer a course south by southeast now. No details��
�No details,� said Tovey. �Of course, no bloody details. That�s where the devil is, by God. Well, we�ll have to decide.� He ran his hand fitfully over his chin, thinking hard.
�Another message from Admiralty, sir.� The midshipman rushed in with a fresh cable and Brind took it, eager for news.
�Well, well, well,� he said. �This is interesting. Our Lonesome Dove has flown into Western Approaches with some very pointed intelligence, sir. The message is Tiger, Tiger, burning bright�sent to all fleet stations in the last hour.�
�That�s the hazard code for convoy WS-8B,� said Tovey.
�Aye, sir. It�s why they�ve moved Rodney then. It appears the Germans are steering for the convoy. Or at least one of their ships is.�
�Taken with this recent sighting it begins to mount up,� said Tovey. �Very well�� He decided.�Helmsman, come round to course 115 at once. Hard a port and steady on that heading.�
Brind swallowed hard. �We�ll lose Prince Eugen, sir, if that�s who we�ve been following.�
�That we will, Brind. Let�s just hope we haven�t lost Bismarck with her in the bargain. Signal Admiral Holland our intentions and new course. Have him conform to our movements. They�re moving Rodney for some reason. I intend to have a look out east.�
�They could be simply ordering her to cover the convoy, sir,� Brind suggested. �She�ll never get out this way in time, so that last order to steer 225 was of no use.�
�Yes, it seems Admiral Pound has been running his ships all over the board. How much fuel do you think I�ve got in the belly of this one, Brind? Not nearly enough to chase Bismarck out into the Atlantic. At least on this new heading we cover our own vital convoy traffic into Gibraltar, and I can get an oiler out here as well. If I�m wrong I�ll hear about it, no doubt, and I�ll suffer the consequences. Let�s get on with it.�
~ ~ ~
Miles away the pilots of Catalina Squadron Z-20 were settling into their cockpits and looking forward to a hot coffee now that they were finally airborne and on their heading. Flying out of Swansea, they were going out to scour the Celtic Sea on the off chance the German surface raiders might turn east into the heavy convoy traffic zones. Their biggest worry was Convoy WS-8B, another �Winston Special� dubbed �Tiger II� by the pilot. It was laden with troops, equipment and supplies for the Army in Egypt and Libya, and escorted only by a few destroyers and the cruiser Exeter.
That same morning Squadron 22 out of the RAF Coastal Command base at St. Eval in Cornwall were also taking off, a flight of three Bristol Beaufort torpedo bombers. They were led by the ebullient Lt. Kenneth Campbell in the number one plane, with Lt. John Hyde and Sergeant Lane as his wing mates.
�Nasty weather, Campy,� said Hyde. �You reckon this is nothing more than a wild goose chase?�
�Goose chase? If you want to call those German battlecruisers the nice fat geese, then you�ll have it right,� said Campbell. �Least ways we won�t have to make another run at Brest this morning.� He shuddered to recall the near miss that had nearly taken his plane down as he made a low level approach to that harbor a little over month ago. The flack had been fierce and thick, for Brest was one of the best defended harbors in Europe now, with over 2000 AA guns encircling the town, and three special flack ships permanently moored by the Mole and outer quay. He was lucky to have escaped with his life, for his target, the battlecruiser Gneisenau, was not moored in the outer harbor where he had been told to look for it that morning. He vaguely remembered seeing signs of a fire there, and thick, oily smoke rising from the berthing pier.
�No Johnny,� he said. �They don�t strap that 2000 pound torpedo under our belly unless they hope we�ll be using it. It�s Bismarck we�re looking for now, and I intend to find her, if she�s nosing about.�
An hour later they were airborne on a heading of about 240 degrees southwest, out over the Celtic Sea and giving a passing nod to Old Grimbsy Island off their left wing as they went. It was to be a simple out and back�a little over 350 miles one way, and they would be out in their search zone in little more than ninety minutes.
It was then that they picked up an excited radio call: �One German battleship sighted, course 115�� The message cut off abruptly, and there was no position given for the spotter. Campbell got on his short range wireless at once.
�You hear that, Johnny?�
�Something about a battleship, it was. Couldn�t pick out any location, could you?�
�Doggy message,� said Campbell. �Well, steady on this course until we hear something more.�
Half an hour later he needed no further confirmation. He looked out his stubby forward canopy and there was a massive ship dead ahead, a clear white wake in the grey sea marking her heading.
�Well I�ll be,� he breathed. �Hello, Johnny, Lane�you see what I see?� The battleship was already lighting up as the AA guns winked at them. �Tally ho, brothers! Let�s go in and deliver our cargo! Somebody signal St. Eval: Sighted Bismarck, course 115, our position. Attacking now!�
He throttled up, hearing the two big engines respond with a powerful roar and he banked and began to descend. The Bristol Beaufort was not a relic from WWI, like the old Swordfish off Victorious. It was a fast, twin engine attack plane that could run out to 270 miles per hour with her 1400 horse power motors, and deliver a powerful blow. Later model variants would be dubbed the �Ten Gun Terror,� but this one was affectionately known as �the Beau,� sporting four .303 caliber machine guns in addition to her heavier torpedo or bomb ordnance.
Bismarck was lighting up the sky with everything it had to fire, but to Campbell this was nothing compared to what he had faced the previous month at Brest. He had been determined then to strike Gneisenau, and he was equally determined now to put his Type XII torpedo into the German ship�s gut. He lined up on the target, speeding in very low off her port bow, heedless of the sharp crack and dark exploding smoke of flack bursts ranging ever nearer.
Three seconds, two seconds, one. He dropped the big torpedo, immediately pulling back to gain a altitude. Yet a little too gallant, or a little too curious, he lingered on his attack run a moment too long. The sighting predictors on Bismarck�s AA guns were not fooled this time by the lumbering slow Swordfish. This was exactly the sort of plane they had been designed to oppose and kill, and Campbell heard a loud explosion, felt the shudder as a large round virtually blew off the big Hercules engine on his right side, and all of the outer wing as well. His wind screen was struck by fiery shrapnel and shattered as the Beaufort careened out of control, still aimed directly at the great ship�s bow where it struck in a massive broiling red black explosion.
It had not been Campbell�s lucky day in this round. Mother Time had finally balanced her books on his account, and he would get his Victoria Cross after all, for conspicuous gallantry in the face of the enemy.
Lt. John Hyde saw him go in with disbelief and shock, but the close proximity of flack ranging in on his own plane jarred him with adrenaline. Lane had already safely launched his fish, and Hyde had the last. He lined up on Bismarck�s port beam and then banked slightly to the left so the angle of his attack would run on an intercept course. The torpedo fell like a great white orca into the churning sea, streaking towards the target. He banked safely away, feeling his plane riddled by shrapnel from a near miss, and noted he had scored a second hit! Lane�s torpedo had been avoided, but Squadron 22 had put two javelins into Bismarck�s side, and they transmitted the jubilant news at once. As he banked sharply away Hyde passed a moment in silent prayer. There would be an empty chair tonight at the officer�s mess. He sighed, turning for home, one man short.
~ ~ ~
Aboard Bismarck L�tjens heard the thump and explosion of the torpedoes with dismay. They had been cruising all day with nary a sign of the enemy. He had finally come to feel he had given the pursuing British ships the slip, as Prince Eugen reported that their ploy had been successful. The British were following her out into the Atlantic! In the meantime Bismarck sped east, intent on finding the fat convoy they had been warned about. Then, out of the grey sky came a big Catalina sea plane, and he knew they had been sighted again at last.
The real surprise had been the flight of fast enemy torpedo bombers that followed soon after. Thankfully his men had clamored to action stations when the search plane overflew their position. So when the attack came in Bismarck was ready for it, shooting down the first plane that had been overly bold on its torpedo run. He watched the spectacular careening crash of the Beaufort, cursing under his breath when it struck the forward bow. It was small consolation.
�What was the damage, Lindemann?� Reports were coming in from below decks where the engineers and damage crews had swarmed to the site of the explosions. On the foredeck the still burning wreckage of Campbell�s Beau was already being hosed down by the fire crews.
�That will be no problem,� Lindemann pointed forward. �They�ll have that fire out shortly, and we�ll patch up the deck. None of the main turrets were involved. And the torpedo amidships struck our heaviest armor there. Minor damage. It�s the first torpedo I�m worried about. The one that devil put into us.� He pointed to the burning wreckage on the bow.
They soon learned the lighter armor at the bow had been breached and there was severe flooding. It was necessary to slow the ship down to prevent the inflow of the sea and allow the damage crews and divers a chance to fit temporary patches and begin pumping out the water. �We�ll have to cut our speed in half,� said Lindemann. �It may be only for an hour or two, sir.�
L�tjens frowned, eager to get on after the British convoy. �Make 12 knots while repairs are completed. Keep me informed, captain. As far as we know there isn�t a British ship within a 150 miles of us now. This is nothing more than a brief delay.� He was very wrong.

Chapter 26

HMS Rodney, 21:20 hours, 25 May, 1941
The Battle of the Celtic Sea
Tovey was informed of the Beaufort strike and he beamed with elation. �Got that one right,� he said. �Good old Coastal Command. They lost one plane but they put two torpedoes into Bismarck for it. I guess that first signal was from a Catalina after all. Now with any luck that will slow that devil down and get us back in the fight.�
�We were very lucky to have turned when we did,� said Brind. �But we�re still over a hundred miles behind her now, sir. Hopefully we can close up some of that distance in the next hour or so. But if we do catch her, we�ll be looking at a battle with the sun behind us, or worse, a night engagement.�
�And Hood?�
�Admiral Holland sends his regards, sir. He�s at least thirty miles ahead of us, and somewhat north of our heading. He�s closing on a course to intercept Bismarck now. He�ll get there first, sir. Should we have him go in or wait for us to form one battlegroup and all have a go at Bismarck together?�
�Signal Admiral Holland to make his best speed. I want him to engage at the earliest opportunity. We�ll get there when we can. And what about the convoy? Surely they�ll have destroyers about.�
�I believe Phil Vian has that duty, sir.�
�Well signal Vian get his hounds after that fox at their best speed,� said Tovey. �If they can engage her, all the better. We�ll be there in short order. Now, what about Rodney?�
�It seems she is well positioned now as well, sir, in spite of all those conflicting orders out of the Admiralty today. She was slightly northeast of the sighting coordinates, and less than seventy miles out.�
Tovey looked at his map in the plotting room off the main bridge. �Well done, Rodney,� he breathed. �It seems our captains have kept their wits about them and steered true, Brind. That puts her in a good position to cover Sir Winston�s convoy there.� He pointed at the position of Convoy WS-8B.
�The convoy is being diverted now, sir. Force H has finally got off their run to the Eastern Med and is coming out to join us and meet the convoy. Somerville will have Renown and the carrier Ark Royal. I�m afraid Sheffield is laid up for repairs, but I can pull additional cruisers from the Azores if need be.�
Tovey clapped his hands and rubbed them together with great satisfaction. �By Jove, if that hit slows Bismarck down, I think we�ve got her, Brind! I don�t think they realize how close we are, or have any idea how much power we can bring to bear.�
~ ~ ~
At 22:40 hours, with the light nearly gone and all eyes puckered against the shadowy horizon, or glued to the milky radar trace reports on the small oval screens, the word went out to Admiral Holland at last. �Contact! One ship bearing green and running 115. That has to be Bismarck, sir. There�s no one else out there.�
The ship�s crew had been smartly at battle stations for the last two hours, the restless hands manning the guns, which were already fully loaded and eager for action. Holland�s group was coming in from the west, behind the enemy, and though the purple dusk had faded, he was still slightly silhouetted in the fast diminishing light. He was in the van, on HMS Hood, the old lady and pride of the Royal Navy. He half considered falling off and letting Prince of Wales lead in the squadron. She was the better armored ship, particularly considering the long opening range. Hood would be vulnerable to plunging fire at distances out to 18,000 yards and beyond. It was his hope, however, to get well within that range in due course, closing on the enemy without initiating hostilities unless Bismarck fired first.
She did. The inky night was suddenly torn open by bright fire from many big guns on the distant horizon as the first enemy salvo came in. Five white plumes jetted up from the sea, well wide of the target. It was too late for juggling his ships about now. Holland decided to mount his charge, his forward guns firing as he came on, and hope for the best. It was a mistake, but he would not live to regret it.
�Steady,� said Holland. He was running straight at the enemy, and the forward turrets angled slightly to bear directly on the target, the big guns well elevated and drenched with wild sea spray as they waited. �You may reply, Captain Kerr,� he said quietly, his eyes covered by field glasses. �Execute.� The number five flag went down and the order to open fire followed seconds later.
HMS Hood fired her big 15 inch guns in anger for the first time since that distasteful day at Mers-el-Kebir, Oran, so long ago it seemed now, when she had opened up on the anchored French fleet. Then her first salvoes had fallen long, crashing into the harbor, 1600 pounds of hurtling death obliterating the row of small buildings by the quay where the big shells fell, and snuffing out the lives of a Berber woman and her son. When the father staggered through the shoulder high rubble, running from his shop just down the street, he saw the ruin of his home and knew the worst.
Tears streaked the char on his face and he fell to his knees, his eyes fixed on the distant silhouettes of the British battle fleet. His name was Kasim al Khafi, and he whispered a low prayer as sorrow consumed his heart. �As Allah wills it,� he said, weeping for his loss. �But a curse on every ship in that harbor. A curse on the British in their homes and colonies, and may Allah visit those who have done this, with swift and just vengeance.� And if Allah was remiss, he thought, he would spare no effort, from that day forward, to hasten the day of judgment and retribution on his own.
Many months later, far away on the windswept oceans of the Atlantic, the battle of the Celtic Sea had begun, and the echo of his curse would resound in the raging fire of Bismarck�s main guns.
~ ~ ~
When the message came in to Admiral Tovey he could hardly believe what he was reading. The signal man had shouted the news, prompting Tovey to quiet him. �No need to yell,� he said, waiting for Brind to bring him the printed signal. Even Brind, normally steady as a rock, had a tremor in his hand when he handed the note off to the admiral. There were just three words up top. �Hood�s blown up.� Then below, �Prince of Wales engaging.�
�Blown up?� He looked at Brind, aghast, stricken with doubt. How could this be? Yet the more he thought on it the more he came to realize what must have happened. The old British battlecruiser was too soft up topside. Her decks were not well protected. Holland most likely charged in, the better to close the range and, in doing so, flatten out the arc of the incoming enemy shells. But if one struck her a heavy plunging blow that would burst through her decks and explode in her gut� It was the only possible explanation.
He looked about the bridge, saw the faces of the men there drawn with strain and fear. Stiff upper lip, he thought, striding out into the center of the battle bridge.
�I trust our guns are well sorted out this time, gentlemen?� he said quietly. But the news came quickly after that the guns were not well sorted on Prince of Wales that night. She had two jams, one misfire, and that put three of her six forward guns out of action. Furthermore, she had taken a bad hit right on her bridge, and the executive officer had turned away, making smoke. There was no word on the fate of her captain, Leach.
�No word on damage to Bismarck?� Tovey was again confounded by sparsely worded report. Yet then again, the Prince of Wales was in a fight for her life. She had just witnessed the destruction of the flagship and was wounded herself.
Brind leaned in, arms clasped behind his back, his deportment and bearing stiff and professional. �We won�t get there in time to join the fight,� he said in a low voice. �Force H is coming, but I�m afraid Admiral Somerville is several hundred miles to the south. If Prince of Wales failed to slow her down then it looks like Bismarck is slipping away, sir. Unless Rodney is about with bad intent. She should be very close now.�
Tovey felt a quiet rage welling up within him, and he struggled to maintain his composure. Hood was gone, mighty Hood. Holland and the whole lot of them brewed up in the mad, savage seas, and here he was forging his way along in this futile, frustrating chase, hoping against hope that somehow, by some means, he would get one last crack at the German monster, and mete out just vengeance of the Royal Navy
�Yes,� said Tovey. �I should have forced the issue with Bismarck long ago, when I had the chance. But it�s bloody well up to Rodney now, isn�t it.�
~ ~ ~
The loud claxon blared throughout the ship, jarring Paul awake where he rested in his cabin, lightly dozing, forgetful of the time. He looked at his service watch and his heart leapt. It was time! The hands read 22:57 hours, a little before 11:00 PM. Seconds later a loud roar shook the ship with a great vibration. Everything loose in his quarters rattled and his tin cup slipped onto the deck with a sharp clatter. Even the paintings on the wall were askew. Had they been hit already?
He rushed to quickly put on his jacket and cap, opening the hatch and pushing out into the hall. He nearly collided with a midshipman.
�What�s happening? Are we hit?�
�What? No, that�s just the old lady ripping off with the main guns up front. Hell of a din, mate. It�s beat to quarters now. Have you heard? Hood�s been sunk! We�re up against Bismarck!� The man shook his fist, clearly enraged, as if he had a personal stake in getting revenge on the German ship now. Then he ran off, obviously late to his assigned post and wanting to waste no more time with the American, even if he did wear the gold braid and stripes of a ranking officer.
Damn, thought Paul. I must have dozed off! Hood sunk already? Again? The irony cut him deeply. History did not really repeat itself, for this was a different battle altogether, but it certainly rhymed. What were the odds of Hood suffering the same disastrous fate? Apparently they were quite good, and her thin deck armor, an old and obvious weakness, was a much greater vulnerability than many had thought. The doors to the ready cache for ammo had been open and were suspected as a possible cause for the initial explosion that set off her magazines. Like throwing alighted match onto oil soaked rags, he thought. It was no mere fluke that Hood suffered such a dire fate. Then again, perhaps Mother Time herself was jealously taking back what was owed her, the floating Zombies of HMS Hood, men doomed on her accounts to find their way to the bottom of the sea, but he could think no more on it. There was a battle to fight!
He had planned to be up on the bridge when the action started, watching the big armored turrets turn and range on the target, belching out their fire and steel, the massive shells over six feet long flung out some twelve miles or more before they would come crashing down on the targets.
Rodney was here because he had steered her here, with considerable help from the big Scot at the helm, whose own best judgment wanted his ship pointed this way all along. But Paul was taking no chances this time. Simply dropping intelligence into the stew would not be enough. He wanted to be physically present, where he could use his foreknowledge of the history to do his utmost to get Rodney into the fight.
Hours ago, he had no idea how long it had been on the Meridian he came from, he and Kelly had poured over a battle map of the campaign fetched up by the Golems and they clearly saw that history was about to echo again with a dull, hollow sound of British defeat. Their planes would sight and strike at Bismarck, slowing her down, and one other Zombie soul Maeve had worried over would be taken home again when Lt. Campbell made his gallant attack on Bismarck, going to a fiery death to put his torpedo into her forward port side.
It was his hit that had been the decisive blow in forcing the action that was now underway. Force H was nowhere to be seen. Somerville was still hastening up from Gibraltar, but well out of the action. Perhaps she would yet have some part to play in this altered Meridian, but the chancy and very luck hit scored by the pilot off Ark Royal would not happen here. Not now.
Though the big German ship had slowed to 12 knots to make repairs, Bismarck had nearly finished the work, its sleek prow patched and most of the water pumped out. It was slightly down at the bow, for the damage had been far more extensive than first reported. But the engineers had patched her up, and she was ready to get back some speed when Admiral Holland suddenly came up on the scene, riding in with Hood and Prince of Wales, two doughty knights in armor, though one bore a hidden weakness that would soon prove her undoing.
Holland was dead by now, Paul knew, along with some 1400 other souls that Maeve no longer had to worry about. There were three survivors off Hood, the very same three that had survived the battle in the history Paul knew so well. And, as it also turned out, the dead men off Arethusa, the hapless cruiser that had become Bismarck�s first victim, numbered very few. Most of that crew made it into the boats and were rescued by a steamer out of Iceland not long thereafter.
Time was doing its best to balance her books, he thought. But this action, initiated by the roar of Rodney�s 16 inch guns, was something entirely new. In the history he had studied with Kelly Bismarck sailed on into Brest without further engagement. That was the clue they needed to make this intervention. Paul had insisted that Rodney was essential to the outcome, and he swore he could get the old battleship into the fight, one way or another. And here she was, face to face with the most formidable ship in the German navy.
When Rodney had faced the German raider in the history Paul knew so well, King George V was right there with her. This time she was alone, and the enemy crew had just destroyed the pride of the British fleet and put a KGV class battleship to rout for the second time in three days!
Rodney had labored to come even this near to the action that was before her and, had it not been for the timely course turns she made, the ship would still be far off to the north. For the last several hours she had been running full out at 21 knots, her old boilers straining, her worn propeller shafts and props turning and churning up the ocean swells. The ship�s smallest man, a boiler�s mate named Scouse Nesbitt had been crawling into her boilers wrapped in cold wet towels and rags and desperately trying to plug leaks in her heating tubes so she could keep up her speed. When she finally came upon her enemy the ship chugged and wheezed and rattled forward, her great heavy bow rising and falling, lifting those big guns up and down, up and down as she plowed her way forward. Her captain knew he would have to turn before engaging, first to bring all three turrets to bear, and then to see if he could find some stability abeam so the gun crews could best time their salvoes when the ship was level.
If the German crew of Bismarck was elated by their good fortune, the men on Rodney were anxious at their stations now, though you could sense that steady transition to restrained anger. Just a week or so ago they had been riding at anchor with Hood at their side in Scapa Flow. The men had scudded back and forth between the two big ships, mutual friends joining their comrades on the other ship for leave. The thought that all those lads had been scuppered into the sea weighed heavily on them, but the menacing roar of the big ship�s guns stirred their blood, and they bent to their tasks with renewed vigor. The caliber of Rodney�s weapons were unmatched. She had only to fling her monstrous heavy shells into Bismarck before the Germans did the same to her.
It was an odd match now, thought Paul, like a dogged Sonny Liston, big, strong and slow, climbing into the ring with then Cassius Clay, a chiseled, well muscled contender with lightning reflexes and a dangerous punch that would make him world champion for years to come.
Good god, thought Paul. What have I done? What chance did Rodney have if Hood and Prince of Wales together could not back down the German battleship? It was all a matter of Time, he knew. King George V was still out there, and Prince of Wales was wounded but alive. It was up to Rodney to hold the German ship engaged, even if that meant laying on the ropes and taking everything the Bismarck could throw at her. Rodney could punch at least, that much he knew. He had done all he could to bring about this engagement, but now all was thrown to the whim of chaos and fate. There was no way he could control or influence what was now underway. If she could just get a hit or two on Bismarck with those big 16 inch guns�.
Paul started down the long corridor, heading to the bridge if he could get there. He was high enough up that he could stop now and look out a starboard side porthole to witness the action. He squinted through the thick, sea dappled glass and saw nothing but blackness, then the flash of guns and the ominous silhouette of Bismarck was outlined for the barest moment in a corona of gold fire. He could not help but smile. There she was, the ship he had dreamed about, read about as a boy, poured over in his gaming all these years. There was mighty Bismarck in full throated anger in what he now still hoped would be her very last battle.
His excitement darkened as quickly as it came, however, because the history of this battle was not yet written, no matter what the Golems had fetched up. His presence here was a vast and wide variable in the equation, and he realized that at any moment one of Bismarck�s 15 inch shells could come crashing down on him�at that instant hot metal was arcing up into the charcoal sky and plummeting down with a horrid wail. There was a swoosh and plunk, a loud yet muffled crack, and he saw two huge geysers leap up from the tumult of the sea, too close for comfort. Bismarck was slowly ranging on her target.
At that moment he heard a shudder and was thrown back on his heels against the far bulkhead. There was a loud boom and he knew the ship had been hit. The sound was below him, however, and a thin grey smoke wafted from the gangway just a few feet off. He went and peered down into the passageway below. A man was there, shouting for help.
As much as he wanted to climb higher into the unwieldy superstructure of the ship and get up to the battle bridge, the man�s call was plaintive enough to compel him to render aid. He looked at his watch, seeing he had precious little time now. Then started down the ladder to the lower decks. He would soon find out that he was not the only Free Radical engaged in the fray at that moment.

Chapter 27

Battleship Bismarck, 25 May, 1941
The Battle of the Celtic Sea
The last time L�tjens had seen HMS Rodney he was aboard the battlecruiser Gneisenau in March of that very year. He had been chasing a small, plucky Chilean Reefer in the Atlantic, blasting away at her with the ship�s sizable 11 inch guns as the impudent prey bravely steered this way and that to avoid being hit, firing her puny 4 inch gun back at the German ship for good measure. Rodney had heard the smaller ship�s distress calls and left her convoy to see if she could render assistance, and she came up on the scene some time later, her tall superstructure towering over those three massively threatening 16 inch gun turrets.
The Germans spotted her first in the darkness unaware that Rodney had not even seen Gneisenau. By the time she did, and signaled by lamp for identification, L�tjens had thought twice about engaging her. He replied by lamp that he was the British cruiser Emerald, then turned tail and sped away at 32 knots, comforted to know there was no way the lumbering armored behemoth could catch him. Discretion was, at times like that, the better part of valor.
Earlier in his career the German Admiral, then a captain, had the pleasure of actually boarding Rodney for a formal meeting and proper British afternoon tea. At that time both men and ship had all been dressed out in Navy white, the shiny brims of their gold braided hats gleaming in the sun, the sleek barrels of Rodney�s guns freshly painted and neatly capped. Now they were darkened with battleship grey, and long years and the contention of arms and bitter conflict soured the memory.
This time Rodney had not come to serve up tea. But this time L�tjens would not turn and run either, for Bismarck was easily a match for the British ship, in every aspect that mattered. She was heavily armored, well gunned, the apex of German naval engineering out on her maiden voyage. She was a generation ahead of Rodney in design, rumored to be unsinkable. If she had brought along her sister ship Tirpitz, or if L�tjens could wave his hand and summon up his old ship Gneisenau at that moment, there would be no question as to who ruled the seas in an encounter like this. There would be no question which ship might be given to quail at the odds and turn away. Only Rodney could not run. She was too slow to escape should L�tjens get the upper hand here.
Gneisenau was over 400 miles away, still berthed in the harbor of Brest, though Captain Fein and his crew of engineers were working feverishly to get her ready for a possible sortie. L�tjens had only to get within the protective arc of the Luftwaffe air cover, and Gneisenau would ride out to escort the Bismarck home.
Earlier that day the Admiral had passed a moment of doubt when a German Focke Wulf Kondor maritime reconnaissance aircraft spotted Rodney steaming on an intercept course. His signal intercepts had long since heard the chatter between Admiral Tovey and Holland, and he already knew that at least three more British battleships were hot on his heels. Given the odds he was facing at that moment, and down to 12 knots for the last two hours, he wisely elected to forsake his planned raid on Convoy WS-8B, and steam instead for the protection of the French coast.
When Hood and Prince of Wales came up, he had no choice but to increase speed and hope the temporary hull patches fitted by his engineers would hold. The damage was held in check while he engaged the enemy, stunned and elated when his ship had scored a direct hit, causing a massive explosion on Hood before she sank. It was a thrilling and awesome moment, and his weary crew took heart when they saw Prince of Wales also hit and turning away behind a smoke screen. They had now faced three British battleships and prevailed in every case, clearly demonstrating the superiority of German engineering and fighting spirit. Though he knew better, seeing the ship in action now could indeed convince him that Bismarck was unsinkable.
But the action had taken a toll. The patch on Bismarck�s bow had slipped and she was again taking on water. The ship was down slightly at the bow, but the water was still being pumped out and he had good buoyancy. Now to deal with this fourth battleship. He stared through his field glasses, giving the order to fire at once.
�We�ll see if they like the tea I�m serving up this evening,� he told Lindemann coldly. Then the big guns roared and the smell of cordite clotted his nostrils again. The bell had sounded and Bismarck was on the attack.
~ ~ ~
�Up periscope!� said Wohlfarth aboard U-556. The ruddy cheeked U-boat captain was on the hunt again. He had been following in the wake of the unwieldy British battleship all day it seemed. For some time he cruised brazenly on the surface, certain that his tiny 500 ton U-boat would never be spotted by watchmen or radars, lost in the rising and falling swells of the wild sea.
He tried to go full out at 15 knots, but given the grim weather conditions and seas, he could make no more than 12 knots. The battleship had much greater stability at just over 41,000 tons, and greater speed, even though she was one of the slowest battleships afloat. So it was no surprise to him that he soon lost sight of Rodney, her top masts slipping beneath the distant horizon by mid-day. Still he kept on, for he had a hunch where she was going, having read several signals intercepts that day. He knew the odds were stacking up against Bismarck, and he stolidly held his track, working his way a little more east, then a little more south, until his course saw him running between Rodney and the British convoy he soon spotted off his port beam.
A convoy meant destroyers and fast cruisers might be present, and so he decided to submerge his boat and continue on in the relative undersea calm. After taking a cautious look, however, he saw nothing in the way of destroyer escorts about. Undoubtedly they, too, had been summoned by the British to harry Bismarck. What to do?
Here, in this quiet, murky world, he fancied himself a great sleek shark, gliding on the fringes of a school of big fat tuna. He had another look at the convoy, urged by his executive officer to use his last two fish to sink a few more troop transports this time.
�Better fare here,� Captain, he had said. �And better the British troops go into the sea than off to Egypt to fight Rommel, eh?�
Wohlfarth nodded, but something gnawed at his soul that he should not engage here, that he should keep his southerly heading in the wake of the British battleship, and find something more to do with his precious torpedoes.
�Not yet,� he breathed. �I made this mistake once before. Not this time. We�ll wait. If I don�t find a better target we can always return.�
Hours later his wait was over. He had come up to periscope depth and now looked to again see the familiar silhouette of HMS Rodney in the distance. The great ship was turning, as if angling to get a better bearing on some distant enemy, and Wohlfarth knew exactly what he was after. So he ordered his boat to turn as well, slowly plotting a course so that he could steal up on the British ship and get into a good position to attack. He was half an hour doing so, and by that time he saw the first bright flashes of big guns tearing the night open with their searing fire, and he knew Bismarck was engaged.
�Now�s our time,� he shouted. �Ready on tubes one and two.� He would do his utmost to keep his pledge to keep Bismarck from all harm, and he prayed to Neptune, and any gods who would listen, that his last two torpedoes would be enough.
�Ready, sir.�
�On my mark�� Fire One!�
The claxon sounded and red lights winked as Wohlfarth held his breath, counting off the slow seconds.
�Fire Two!�
The last of his torpedoes were on their way.
~ ~ ~
AboardRodney Paul climbed quickly down the ladder finding a seaman there struggling with a hatch. It had swung heavily shut on the man�s lower leg when the ship was jarred, and Paul was able to get it open, freeing the man�s leg and helping him through the hatch. Two other crewmen came running to take the man.
�We�re hit below!� one man said. �In the main hold near the forward tubes. The ship�s taking water and the hatches are still open. It�s chaos down there, sir. We need an officer!�
Paul nodded, quickly running for the next gangway and ladder down. What am I doing, he thought? I haven�t time to plug leaks here! But he realized that anything he could do would only improve Rodney�s chances, however slight. What would he do on the bridge but indulge his own childish fancy, as if he was but a mere spectator now, watching another showing of his old favorite movie Sink the Bismarck. No, he had to do something, anything in the time that remained to him here. He had stuck his nose in it, thinking that all he had to do was engage in quiet logic with the doughty Scotsman Dalrymple-Hamilton. But this was real life now. In for a penny, in for a pound.
The smell of the ever blackening smoke, the harsh bite of cordite in the air; the surging wash of freezing cold seawater riveted home the reality of his situation. It was no mere war game now, but the frantic struggle of men and machines at sea, each group bent of surviving by the only means they had�killing and sinking the enemy men and vessels darkening their horizon.
How much time did he have left? What could he do? Kelly was at the watch back at the Arch complex, and he was probably already revving up the turbines to 80% power, queuing up Paul�s retraction scheme in the computers.
Down he went, into the belly of the whale, until he was soon up to his ankles in seawater. The guns fired again, well above him now and the great ship shuddered. Metal fixtures, railings, hoods, knobs, were literally shook loose from their moorings, some clanging on the metal deck as he steadied himself, arms braced against the closest bulkhead. He careened through a smoky hatch and saw a great gash in the side of the ship. There was another explosion and the ship rocked heavily. Men were frothing about in a chaos of inrushing seawater, and he helped two or three to reach the safety of the hatch he came through.
�I�m the last,� the exhausted seaman clamored, and together they forced the hatch shut against an increasing pressure of flowing water.
�You�d best get topside and fetch engineers,� said Paul. �I�ll just see that the last hatch is shut and be along after.�
The man ran off. Paul was drenched and cold, but he slogged off down the corridor where a last open hatch was swinging loose and banging against the bulkhead when the ship would roll. He reached it and looked inside. The dim red lighting revealed an amazing scene. Wooden packing crates had been stored here from floor to ceiling, and they had come tumbling down in a jumbled mass. One had split open and he found himself staring at an elegantly carved horse�s head, obviously a work of art. the pearly wet white marble gleamed in the red light. Overhead pipes had burst with the concussion of the guns and the hold was drenched with leaky water from above as well.
He stood amazed, seeing several more broken crates, glimmering with the telltale shapes of yellow bars of gold bullion. Still others held more large segments of carved marble, like a relief of ancient art that had been segmented away and stored for safekeeping, piece by piece.
The ship rocked and the case with the horse�s head was flung to the slowly flooding deck where it splintered further and cause the marble steed�s head to come spilling out. It tumbled into the grey green seawater, its rougher bottom scraping on the edge of another case as it fell, and Paul saw a segment break away. There, in the gouged area he spied a dark object that he immediately recognized as a thick metal key. He reached for it, instinctively, seeing how it was wedged into the base of the marble figure itself, and managed to pull it loose.
�Make way, make way!� A master chief was laboring down the hall leading a team of engineers. �Close that hatch there, man!�
Paul shoved the key in his pocket, then backed out of the hatch and pulled it closed. �The hold is taking water,� he said, and when the Chief saw he was wearing an officer�s uniform his mood lightened.
�Good show, sir. We�re here now. You�d best get up above and I�ll have my men on this bit here in a wink. We�ve taken two torpedoes, sir. Bloody U-boats about as if that damn Bismarck weren�t enough, sir.�
The news stunned Paul. Torpedoes? There had been nothing at all in the Golem reports about a torpedo strike on Rodney, and the realization struck him that something had again shifted off axis with this intervention.
�Very well,� said Paul. �See to it, Chief.�
�Aye, sir. Thank God you closed that hatch forward as well. Otherwise we would already be up to our ears in the torpedo room there. On your way now, sir. We�ll set things right here soon enough.�
Torpedo room? Paul thought for a moment and then remembered. Rodney still incorporated a couple of hidden torpedo tubes on her forward bow! It was a throwback from the days of WWI when capital ships routinely fired torpedoes at one another when they closed to short distances. The very long range of the big guns made the weapons a bit of an anachronism now, and he doubted his effort had made any difference� but he was wrong.
Thinking nothing more on it, Paul resolved to get up topside as fast as he could to see what was happening in the fight. He climbed several ladders, coughing with the rising smoke from fires and weighted down by his sodden clothing. Breathless and bedraggled he finally reached the upper decks, where he had the presence of mind to press his palms tightly against his ears just before Rodney let loose with another booming salvo.
The concussion was so great that it knocked him near senseless, flinging him to the deck where he saw that the Douglas fir wood planks were literally torn loose by the intense vibration of the main guns. He stared, dumbstruck, and saw that the monstrous black shape of Bismarck in the distance was alight with fire, an angry orange glow on her forward segment. Rodney had struck at least one hard blow there, hitting �Anton� turret and blasting through its thick armored siding with the weight of her awesome shells.
Then the ship rolled violently and his slight frame was tossed up and over the siding into the furor of the sea. It was as if a wave had willfully reached up and swept him away. He vaguely remembered seeing another seaman pointing at him as he went over the edge. Then the sea took him, pulling him under the shoulder of a thick green wave and then swelling him back up to the crest of another.
For one awesome moment he took in the whole scene as the wave topped out, Bismarck, her forward turret aflame but her other guns still firing, Rodney, listing to port, the black smoke still belching from her huge guns as well, and the odd thin running streak of a torpedo whooshing by, fired from the hidden bow tubes of the big ship, her secret weapon put to use after all! He had witnessed the first ever instance of a battleship firing a torpedo at another ship in its class. It was as if Rodney had taken the strike from U-556 on her sides and then angrily spat it back out her forward tubes. She was giving as good as she got.
Then, off in the distance, he saw the hardening silhouettes of two more ships, identical in shape, their squared forward superstructures unmistakable to his well trained eye. White fire lit them up when their guns fired in anger, and he knew that King George V and Prince of Wales had arrived at last. Their 14 inch guns were soon ranging on the stalwart enemy from behind her left rear quarter.
Then the cold shook his frame, and he thought he was breathing his last. His eyes rolled and an incredible sensation of feathery lightness swept over him. What was he in the midst of all the raging turmoil of this great battle? He was no more than a rag doll tossed into the sea, a bit of useless flotsam, and the last thing he saw was the rising swell of a thirty foot wave looming up over him, ready to come crashing down on his tiny soul and drag him into the depths of the angry sea. Yet when the wave curled and broke Paul was not there�. 

Part X
The Truce

�When envoys are sent with compliments in their mouths, it is a sign that the enemy wishes for a truce.�
�Sun Tzu


Chapter 28

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Arch Complex, 01:25 P.M
The mists of acrid fog still hung in the air, and they could perceive a noticeable chill. Maeve blinked, looking this way and that. �Paul?� She called, leaning forward to peer into the cold blue haze.
No one answered.
She walked boldly up to the yellow event horizon line in the Arch Bay, waving her arms through the mist, groping at infinity as it were, but felt nothing. Thinking he may have fallen in a swoon of nausea, she knelt quickly her arms smoothing in wide arcs over the cold concrete floor.
No one was there.
The main lights came on in the bay as the Arch spun down to a quiet 50% power. Maeve had an anguished look on her face. She could both clearly see that the room was empty, and was up and at the intercom in a heartbeat.
�Kelly,� she shouted. �Are you sure the retraction sequence is finished?�
�Yes, it�s fine. All green on my board and the sequence is closed,� came Kelly�s voice.
�Are you sure?� Something�s wrong,� said Maeve. �He�s not here!�
�What?�
She wasted no time, running to the elevator to get up to the lab where she found Kelly frantically checking an incompressible wall of numbers on the retraction module screen.
�I�m telling you the system is showing he made a safe shift. I have no warning flags, no loss of pattern integrity. There was a brief vibration during the shift, but it was just a second and it stabilized immediately. The computers show they brought him in, lock, stock and barrel.�
�Then where is he, man?� Nordhausen raised his eyebrows, clearly upset.
�He should be in the damn Arch Bay,� said Kelly, deathly afraid that he had made another error in the numbers. The look on Robert�s face said exactly that, though the professor didn�t say anything more. The tormented look in Kelly�s eyes dissuaded him.
�Think,� said Maeve. �What could have happened?�
�I�ll check the shift program, but the Golems assisted with the processing, and I had really strong integrity, well over 99.875% That�s better than we had on any shift we�ve made.�
�Well, hell,� Nordhausen could not hold it in any longer. �The first time we shifted into the God damn pre-Cambrian!�
�I got you back on target,� said Kelly.
�Then we ended up arriving at different times in the desert.�
�That was just a sequencing problem. I had to bring you in one after another due to the power situation.�
�Then Maeve and I missed our target time for Rosetta by a full year, and damn near fell afoul of Napoleon�s guardsmen.�
�I got you back to the correct target date in five minutes,� said Kelly.
�Then where in blazes is Paul?�
The question lashed at all of them. Kelly sat with it, deflated and deeply troubled. He gave the screen a wan look, unwilling to believe he had made yet another error.
�I don�t know�� he said quietly. �Damnation, he should be here!�
He was there.
The instant he felt solidity return to his frame again and perceived the hard concrete flooring of the Arch Bay cold on his cheek, Paul opened his eyes. He was lying in a wet puddle just over the event horizon line, and the dizzying lights and roaring sound of the Arch had abated. He thought he caught something out of the corner of his eye, and looked to see the roiling mists stirring near his legs. It was very cold, and he still had a strangely odd feeling all through his body.
Then, to his amazement, he saw a dim shape looming before him, slowly receding into the shadows of the Arch Bay. An odd echoing sound resounded, more in his mind than the chamber around him.
He watched as the apparition seemed to vanish into the elevator, shaking his head and rubbing his eyes to be certain he was OK. Everything had a strange hue. There were tinges of blue and vermillion running along the hard, straight edges of the walls. His head ached, and his ears were still ringing with the concussion from Rodney�s guns. He thought he might be having a migraine, complete with the characteristic visual aberrations.
Some welcome, he thought, still shaken by what he had seen and experience after he had been thrown over the gunwale into the wild sea. He looked around, expecting to see Kelly and the others, but apparently they were all still up in the lab, so he composed himself, sat up, and eventually rose on unsteady legs, walking slowly to the elevator. The button was icy cold, and he rubbed his fingers together to ease the discomfort.
The elevator seemed to take forever, but the doors finally slid open and he entered. This time he shielded his hand with the sleeve of his uniform before he pressed the floor button that would take him to the lab. Emerging a few moments later, he was in the long ascending tunnel that would lead up to the heavy pressure sealed door. What were they so pre-occupied with that no one could come down to meet him, he wondered?
As the heavy door eased open he thought he could hear people talking, but their voices were completely unintelligible. He had an odd feeling of d�j� vu, thinking he had already come up this tunnel and gone through the door, a thousand times.
He stepped into the lab, dismayed to see three dark shadows hovering near the retraction module. The sounds around him reverberated again and again, and he felt a sudden stab of pain all through his body. He could not help but flatten his palms against his ears to muffle the sound, and his eyes puckered, closing with the pain. Then, to his great amazement the tortured sound resolved in timbre and tone, and he could hear definite voices, hard on the dead air of the room.
��He should be here!� It was Kelly, nearly shouting at the others as he gestured at the screen.
Paul opened his eyes. The shadows suddenly sharpening to clear shapes, and he could see Kelly staring at him, his jaw slack with disbelief.
�He� he is here!� Kelly pointed, and Robert and Maeve looked over their shoulders to see the bedraggled figure of Paul standing there in his Navy whites, drenched from head to toe. He forced a wan smile, swaying a bit.
�Dissonance�� he breathed, and the others rushed to his side.
They took hold of each arm and eased him down onto a swivel chair. The color came back into his face and his smile seemed warmer, his eyes brightening as he looked at them.
�That was very uncomfortable,� he said, telling him where he had been just before the retraction kicked in. �One more wave and I think I would have gone under for good,� he breathed, shivering.
Maeve had a thick wool blanket and she wrapped it around him. �But what in the world just happened?� she asked.
�I was surprised no one came down to the Arch to meet me,� Paul began.
�I did!� said Maeve. �The retraction finished and you weren�t there. Nothing but fog in the Bay. There wasn�t a sign of you anywhere, so I came up to check on things with Kelly.�
�Very strange,� said Paul. �I thought I saw someone in the bay, a shadow, a formless shape really, and it moved directly to the elevator.�
Kelly had a serious look on his face. �I had solid green on the numbers here. The system was telling me you were home safe and sound,� he said.
�Apparently I was,� Paul seconded him, but told them what he had experienced coming up through the tunnel and through the final door into the lab. �I could see the three of you, indistinct figures, with a strange aura outlining each one of you. Your voices were oddly distorted, then it hurt like hell and when I opened my eyes you were all here!�
�Swear to God, Paul?� said Nordhausen. �Tell me you aren�t just pulling our legs here.�
�I swear!� Paul protested, placing the palm of his hand on his chest.
�Then could you have manifested late, just after we left the Arch Bay?�
�No, I had power down to 50% by that time,� said Kelly. �That�s not enough to hold a shift pattern together.�
Paul thought for a moment. �I think I came back OK,� he said. �But I may have been slightly out of phase with your exact time locus.� It began to make sense to him now as he thought of the shapes and sounds he had seen. �I was slightly ahead of you�in Time�perhaps no more than a few milliseconds.�
�Ahead of us?�
�Ever so slightly,� Paul explained. �I think you were obviously the formless shadows I saw, and I could hear your voices, such as they were. I must have been slowing down to sync with your time. God, it�s painful. It�s like I was being pulled into this moment by Time gravity. The place I was, just an instant ahead of you on the continuum, could not hold me. It didn�t seem solid enough. The color of things was all wrong. Nothing sounded right.�
�But you could see us?� Robert was stunned. �Why couldn�t we see you then? I didn�t see any shadowy shape in the Arch, did you Maeve?�
�Well, the lighting was fairly dim, but I ran my arms all through the area where you should have manifested, and there wasn�t a hint of solid mass there.�
�There�s no way you could have seen or felt me,� said Paul. �Even a millisecond ahead of you in time, I would be completely invisible; simply not there. I was in a place, or rather at a location in space-time, that you had not yet reached�but I was moving too. By the time you did reach it, a millisecond later, I would have moved forward, again just beyond your time. God,� he thought, �If I hadn�t slipped back into sync I might have remained there forever, here, but just beyond the edge of your awareness.�
�Arriving somewhere, but not here,� said Kelly. �I know the feeling.�
�Then how could you see and hear us as you think you did?�
�I guess I was still actually moving in Time,� said Paul. �I overshot the target ever so slightly, but for all intents and purposes, the margin was so slim that I was in the present, just slightly out of phase. But I was slowing down, moving closer to this instant, and seeing it manifest as I came into sync. You can look at the past, Robert, think Spook Job. The shift back here must not have resolved properly. I was attenuated across several milliseconds of space-time, until one of those instants, the one I was destined to manifest in, asserted enough gravity to pull me into sync.�
The evidence of his experience was all he had to go by. The theory of Time travel was yet in its nascent hours. Perhaps they would encounter many more anomalies like this, slowly filling in the lexicon of possibility as they did so. Paul made a note to make yet another entry: Attenuation.
�Well whatever happened, thank God you�re safe,� said Kelly. �I mean, you guys pulled me over ten millennia without a hitch. I should have been able to manage 70 years or so for you. I was scared shitless that I had made some minor error in the calculations, so minor that even the Golems could not bother with it. We had over 99.987% certainty, but I guess you never get to that 100%, not on the level of quantum mechanics at least. And you weren�t helping, Robert, dredging up every last bump in the road we�ve had. You want to program the numbers? Be my guest!� Kelly gestured to the terminal, but Robert extended a hand, placating him.
�Forgive me. I shouldn�t have thrown that broadside at you, Kelly. Let�s just be glad our lost sheep is back in the fold and be done with it.� Then he looked at Paul. �Are we finished?� he asked. �Was Bismarck sunk?�
�Speaking of broadsides,� said Paul. He took a deep breath, folding his arms. �That phase shift was really unnerving, but wait until you hear this��

Chapter 29

U-556 Celtic Sea, 12:40 Hours, 25 May, 1941
Wohlfarth watched the action with growing distress. He had fired off his last two torpedoes, watching them run true and strike Rodney. One hit full amidships, the other forward. The first torpedo suffered a minor malfunction and became a �surface runner� losing its assigned depth and hitting the ship much too high, exploding harmlessly against her main belt armor, some 14 inches thick.
The second hit struck the thin 1.5 inch forward torpedo armor, breached it, exploded inward through the hull void and introduced flooding in the compartment beyond. Were it not for the presence of a few engineers and officers on the scene, including an American officer who smartly closed off the inner hatches, the flooding would have spread and cause the ship to list. More importantly, the last torpedo room on Rodney would have been put out of action as well. One of her two torpedo doors was already jammed by a shell from Bismarck. This last operational tube was to have a great impact on the events that followed.
Wohlfarth did not know any of this. He simply took heart when he saw his last two fish explode and then looked to Bismarck, watching her guns light up the night sky, the yellow fire rippling across the ragged bottoms of low clouds overhead. While Paul was struggling down into the lower decks aboard Rodney, he was watching the big ship in the distance, cheering her on. In spite of his effort, however, Rodney was still in the thick of the fight. There was nothing wrong with her enormous 16 inch guns, and they were blasting out in regular salvoes, four barrels, then five barrels firing in alternating rounds so as not to shake the ship too violently with a full broadside of all nine guns.
The first two salvos from the British ship were over, the next was a straddle. Bismarck returned fire with three salvos of her own, but only one gun from her Anton forward turret was in operation, along with the two guns in the Bruno turret. The three round salvos fell over, short, then straddled Rodney�s forward segment, where one fell so close that the concussion from the explosion jammed her port side torpedo tube door.
About the time Paul was gaping in amazement at the Elgin Marbles and stacked crates of gold bullion in Rodney�s hold, the British ship scored her first hit, forward on Bismarck�s Anton turret, which put those two guns out of action permanently.
The most devastating blow, however, came from the hidden sting she harbored in her forward bow. As the range closed she used her starboard torpedo tube to fire one fish after another at Bismarck. The first ran true, right before Paul�s wild eyes as he bobbed in the tortuous sea, and it struck Bismarck very near the patched section of her bow, increasing the damage there and blowing off the temporary repairs made by the engineers. The hit forced L�tjens to lower his speed dramatically at a crucial moment in the battle. And that was just enough to change the balance in the fight yet again.
Wohlfarth spun his periscope around, cursing when he saw the arrival of two more British ships, identical in shape, a menacing duo that immediately open fire as they came up on Bismarck�s port aft quarter. Their forward turrets mounted a total of six 14 inch guns each, and this time the guns were �well sorted out� as Admiral Tovey might have put it. The twelve rounds fell heavily on target, surrounding Bismarck with a forest of straddling shell plumes, and two of the twelve scored hits. Her Dora aft turret was temporarily disabled, and out of the action for the next crucial fifteen minutes while the deck crews fought the fire there and cleared away torn metal, the gaping steel flesh of the turret�s damaged side armor that was jamming the turning mechanisms.
Rodney�s ninth salvo struck forward on the German ship yet again, and this time a massive shell hit Bruno turret dead on, exploding furiously and sending a lethal hail of shrapnel, molten metal, and debris careening up and back where it struck the battle bridge like a heavy shotgun blast. Admiral L�tjens instinctively flinched, closing his eyes and raising his arm to shield his face. The forward view ports blew open, shattered, and seconds later he was dead, along with the dour Captain Lindemann and most of the bridge crew. There was only one survivor on the bridge, back in the plotting room where the bulkhead between him and the main bridge was enough to save his life.
The ship was now leaderless. Its various parts continued to do their jobs, engines still thrumming, propellers turning, active guns still ranging and firing, though the cables connecting the radars had been damaged or severed, and two of the mast mounted rangefinders on the upper superstructure were also out of action. Bismarck was near blind in the thickening dark of the night, decapitated, and beset from two sides.
Wohlfarth watched in growing frustration as the aft Caesar turret bravely turned its two 15 inch guns on the oncoming threat from King George V and Prince of Wales. When the two ships turned to starboard to bring their own aft torrents into the fight the Germans were outnumbered twenty guns to two, and eight of the nine 16 inch guns of Rodney still fired their alternating salvos, with two more hits scored on the German ship�s main superstructure when the range began to close to only 9000 yards. Those last hits fell with such thunder on the ship that the Bismarck literally rocked to one side as she absorbed the blows, then shifted slowly back to an even keel. The last thing Wohlfarth saw through his scope was a raging fire amidships, the awful silhouettes of men backlit by the flames, some diving from the ship into the turbulent waters, preferring an icy death at sea to the fiery hell Bismarck was becoming. There was nothing more he could do. For the briefest moment he thought he saw a light winking on and off in the smoky shadows of the ship, as if signaling something in Morse code to the enraged enemy that grappled with her. Then he could look no more.
�Down scope,� he said, a disconsolate, defeated look on his face. He glanced at his executive officer, then at Souvad, the navigator who had urged him not to attack convoy HX-126. �She�s finished,� he said in a low voice, eyes averted now, shoulders slumping, and they knew at once he was not referring to Rodney.
�We did all we could, sir,� said Souvad.
�Not enough,� said Wohlfarth. �I should have listened to you, Souvad. I should have listened��
The U-boat captain, his boat low on fuel, would return to the sub pens at Lorient, there to be greeted by Admiral Donitz himself and awarded the Knight�s Cross for valor and distinguished service. But he would never forget the sight of Bismarck bravely fighting and dying in her final hours at sea. It was to be his last successful U-boat cruise. On his very next mission, after a brief, well deserved leave in France, his boat would be hunted down by three British destroyers and forced to the surface. Wohlfarth and a number of his crew would be captured and spend the remainder of the war in a British prison.
As for Bismarck, she was indeed unsinkable. But there was very little of the ship left after another hour of pounding by the three British battleships. They fired all of 3000 rounds at her, until the ship was reduced to a twisted mass of burning metal and belching oily black smoke. It was a savage reprisal to avenge the loss of Hood, but as the battle wore on, the scene became a sickening vendetta, and soon the men aboard Rodney came to feel a strange kinship with the German sailors they saw leaping into the tumult of the seas.
The chaplain aboard Rodney made a direct appeal to Captain Dalrymple-Hamilton. �For God�s sake,� he cried. Can�t you see the ship is finished?� The big Scot would have nothing of that, sending the man below decks, the angry heat of battle still on him. But in time even he came to feel that each salvo he fired was nothing more than brutal, mindless vengeance. Yet the ship would just not sink! Finally he took a deep breath, peering through his field glasses for one last look at the dying German battleship. �She�s had enough,� he said in a low voice. �And we�ve had enough of this bloody business as well. Cease fire.�
A dark stillness fell on the scene, as both of Tovey�s ships also fell silent, the smoke still oozing from their guns. The big battleships had won the day. Now the cruisers and destroyers were vectored in to finish the job with their torpedoes, scoring several hits, but the ship would just not go down until the last remnants of her crew set off the scuttling charges deep in her bowels, finally destroying the marvel of her secret new hull and armor design, and seeing her roll over and slip beneath the restless sea.
On August 11, 1941 Bismarck would not sortie out of Brest to find and sink the Prospector of Convoy OS-85, along with three other ships, and a man named Thomason would arrive safely at his assigned post at Alexandria.
Months later he would lead a Royal Navy commando raid behind German lines near Bardia, and there he would gun down a Berber scout when the man sought to lead in a group of light German armored cars in an aborted counterattack. Kasim al Khafi would keep his appointment with death that night, and he would not wander into a bar in Benghazi years later, an old army veteran drowning his sorrows in stiff drink and the bosom of a willing barmaid. Kenan Tanzir would not be born, and would not spend a warm May evening in suite 911 at Le M�ridien Oran Hotel as Americans thought to begin a busy Memorial Day weekend an ocean away. Nor would he be passenger fifteen aboard a charter flight into La Palma the next evening, leaping into the night over Cumbre Vieja with praise for Allah on his lips.
The day would dawn, clear and cool over the Canary Islands, with light breeze from the east and a chance of scattered showers later that evening.
~ ~ ~
They were gathered around the Golem Module, watching as the Weight of Opinion solidified, the lines of red and amber fading to light green, then solid deep emerald indicating all was well. Kelly checked the decimal readings, noting very high integrity percentages, particularly on Golem Bank number seven, which had reached an early conclusion concerning this intervention, leading in the other Golem Banks until there was a unanimous return. The continuum had healed, and all the course of the Meridian from 1941 to the present was now clear and safe.
�It was the damn torpedoes,� said Paul, �just like you said, Kelly. I was headed up to the bridge when Wohlfarth hit Rodney with those last two fish. That�s what pulled me below decks. Wohlfarth! If he hadn�t fired I would have been up on the bridge if I could get there. I can�t tell you how bad I wanted to see this battle.�
�So you closed a vital hatch below decks and saved Rodney�s own torpedo room,� said Kelly. �And that�s what slowed Bismarck down. Another damn torpedo. Thank God it�s over now. Just a few data variations, but the percentages look good. Minor stuff, really.�
�We were bound to get something off,� said Maeve. �There were deaths on the Arethusa, and so we may be missing a few ancestors.�
�Well, we won�t notice anything in this segment of the Meridian. Not on our watch. But there is a possibility that a few of these variation fissures may widen over time. They could get more serious in years hence, but we�ll just have to wait and see.�
�I�m just glad the data is settling down,� said Robert. �I can at least expect to find the history in one piece, just where I left it, the next time I do research.�
�Any more lose twine in this report, Kelly?� asked Maeve. �I want no unfinished business this time.�
�Well now that you mention it,� said Kelly. �I was trying to run down more information on that Cargo ship, the Darlington Court.�
�The one that was supposed to have been sunk by U-556?�
�Right, but it survived in this intervention and reached its destination safely�then blew up in a rather spectacular way.�
�It blew up?�
�Big time. It was supposed to have been carrying wheat, but Paul�s suspicion was correct. There was something else secreted aboard that ship. It took out two other vessels, one over a mile away as it was approaching the anchorage. I didn�t think much about that at first, until Golem 7 produced another variant flag. Industrious group that bunch. Come to find out� the steaming order had been altered just before the ships came into port.�
�Someone was shuffling the deck again.�
�Right, and a few new ships were added to this berthing to make up for losses sustained during the U-boat attacks. One of them was named the Prospector, and it was supposed to be berthed right next to Darlington Court, but it was moved to another harbor at the last minute. The paper trail is thin, but I found a record of the transfer order, or rather Golem 7 did. It was signed by a Lieutenant Commander James Conners, Royal Navy, so I sleuthed him out as well, and get this�he was listed as a casualty during a German bombing raid during the blitz in late 1940�
�Curious,� said Maeve, �and very suspicious. Sounds like someone assumed Conners� identity and shuffled some paper to get that ship moved somewhere else, and well away from Darlington Court.�
�Right, and Prospector was the ship that was later assigned to Convoy OS-85, the one carrying Thomason to Alexandria.�
It was clear that someone else had been operating here, with intention to spare the life of the Prospector, for one reason or another.
Paul had drifted off to the next room, changing out of his still drenched Navy Whites. He returned a moment later, his brown hair wild after being tousled by a fresh towel. �Anyone want to get a taste of Atlantic seawater from 1941?� he said. �I�m amazed the water came through at all. It wasn�t part of the pattern signature, but I guess it was diffused enough, and in such close proximity to my body that the Arch brought it forward. Very odd. I didn�t think anything from the past could shift in without a pattern signature.�
Then he remembered something, rushing back to the other room and emerging a moment later with a look of wide eyed amazement. �Damn!� he said. �Look what else came through!�
He walked over and extended his palm, and the others saw that he held what looked like a small black iron skeleton key. �Apparently HMS Rodney held another secret in its gut,� he said. �When I was down in the hold rendering assistance and trying to seal off hatches, I found a room stacked with crates of gold bullion and what looked to be elegantly carved slabs of marble. I wondered what they were.�
�The Elgin Marbles!� said Robert. �Yes, the British Museum had a good segment of the marbles, they were from the Parthenon and Acropolis. Sir Thomas Bruce, the 7th Earl of Elgin obtained permits to move them to England in 1801�why, right about the time the Brits were also carting off the antiquities of Egypt as well, Rosetta stone and all. Lord Byron was very unhappy about it. He went so far as to call Sir Elgin a vandal� Here, Google up some Byron.� He keyed in a brief search and read a passage from Childe Harold�s Pilgrimage, a poem by the famous British poet.
�Dull is the eye that will not weep to see
Thy walls defaced, thy moldering shrines removed
By British hands�
Curst be the hour when from their isle they roved��


�Well it was a fairly wild hour,� said Paul. �There was a beautiful horse�s head that came tumbling out of its packing crate. The look on its face was one of strained energy.�
�The Selene Horse!� said Robert. �It was one of four horses pulling the chariot of the Moon Goddess Selene through the heavens and was depicted exhausted after its labored journey.�
�It took a hard fall with the concussion of the guns,� Paul explained, �and a segment of the rough unfinished bottom broke loose to reveal this, embedded in the marble.�
�May I?� Nordhausen took hold of the key, holding it up to the light, noting a series of numbers carved on its side, and suddenly quite disturbed.
�You say this was embedded inside the marble?�
�Had it not fallen and cracked open no one would have known it was there,� said Paul. �I don�t know why I took it, given the chaotic circumstances, but I wedged it loose and just stuck it in my pocket. Then it was fire brigade time and the next thing I know I was washed overboard in the sea. God, my ears are still ringing from it all. I�ll never get warm again.�
�Extraordinary!� said Robert. �A metal key� Inside one of the Elgin Marbles?�
�I�m still trying to figure out how it could have shifted back with me,� said Paul.
�Well, look here,� said Robert. �Modern numbers inscribed on the shaft of the key. That could only have been rendered by precise Computer Numeric Controlled equipment, or perhaps a laser.� He handed the key back to Paul.
�Could it have been hidden there by the British?� Kelly suggested,
�In 1941?� Maeve shook her head. �And with a laser carved serial number?�
�This is freaky,� said Paul. �This had to come from a future time. The Greeks did not make it, that much is certain. Hell, it may have been deliberately hidden there, but it might also have been in the stone they quarried to carve this piece.�
�Well it is a clear bit of modern day detritus polluting the history,� said Maeve. �You�re correct, Robert. It shouldn�t be there, and I�m one with Byron on this. We clearly had nothing to do with it, so it can only mean our warring friends and enemies in the future must be responsible.�
�I don�t know what harm it might do,� said Paul.
�Every little bit hurts,� said Maeve. �We�ve altered the Meridian so many times now, in so many locations, I�m just amazed this mission balanced so well, and did so little damage to the continuum.�
�We still don�t know what it did in the future,� said Kelly. �Like I say, these variations could worsen over time.�
�Well this has got to stop, Paul,� said Maeve. �How long do you think we can keep this up? OK, we reversed Palma once more and the Shadow has dissipated. All that does is open the door again and allow future Time travelers to go merrily about their business. In some ways Palma was the cork on the bottle. It was preventing them from getting through its penumbra and conducting missions. Otherwise I don�t think we would have been able to operate like this, with such success. The Assassins had up to twenty Arch complexes! We were outgunned worse than the Bismarck in that final battle, but yet we beat them, time and time again.�
�The arch is still spinning,� said Paul. �We still have quantum fuel. All we have to do is open the continuum again and tell the Admiralty to ignore Lonesome Dove. We can still back out and accept Palma, and live the rest of our lives with it. After all, it did happen, and our intervention changed the Prime Meridian we were born to. If we shut down now we�re living in an altered Time line�albeit a much more comfortable one for us, and future generations here in the US. To say nothing of the dog� our supposed allies in the future, Graves, LeGrand, Rantgar, the Abbot and the lot of them.�
�I think we made our choice on all this once already,� said Maeve. �What�s done is done, Paul. But how can we shut down this war?�
�We could call for a conclave,� said Kelly. �A truce.�
Paul raised an eyebrow at that. �I suppose we could,� he said. �All we would have to do is boldly publish a call in our data stream�now, while we still have the protection of a Nexus Point. Both sides will surely pick it up. They�ll get a clear variation signal, and when they investigate it they will see it�s our message.�
�Stick it in an apple?� said Maeve with a wry smile.
�No I think a digital message will do this time,� said Paul. �Hopefully both sides will respond immediately. Let�s ask each side to send someone back to this location. Right here, right now. Conclave! You�re a genius, Kelly!�
Kelly took off his Giants baseball cap and proffered a gracious bow.

Chapter 30

Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Conclave
�Please be seated, gentlemen,� said Paul. �Thank you for responding and welcome to the original Arch facility here at Berkeley. We�re glad it�s still here�� He looked at the Sheik, an obvious message in his eyes.
LeGrand had a look of disdain on his face, showing obvious sympathy for Paul�s remark. The Sheik smiled unpleasantly, Sheik Basim Abd Al Aziz, who�s name meant �Smiling Servant of the Powerful.�
�It is certainly a tribute to the skill and ingenuity of the Founders,� said the Sheik.
�When envoys are sent with compliments in their mouths, it is a sign that the enemy wishes for a truce,� said LeGrand, also smiling.
�Do you not wish as much?� the Sheik said sharply. �Or would you have me take my leave and we shall continue this struggle through the ages? We shall see who prevails!�
�You forget, Sheik, that Palma is no more,� LeGrand said flatly. The instant this Nexus is dissipated all your conniving and scheming will have come to naught when the Heisenberg Wave finishes the job.�
�We are not without means in that event,� said Aziz. �You have not set your hand upon our hidden sanctuaries, in any Meridian we can see. And they will survive. We will strike again, as Allah wills it. And perhaps this time your Founding Fathers here will not be so quick or insightful in redeeming your lost causes.�
�Gentlemen,� said Maeve. �This will lead us nowhere. You were summoned here to the consideration of peace, not to continue quarreling with one another.�
�You pardon,� Aziz nodded, his eyes still narrow under heavy dark brows beneath his gold braided headset. His prominent nose was raised slightly, a proud, yet haughty face if Paul had ever seen one.
LeGrand was a sturdy man, fairly short, broad in the shoulders, yet with a girth that tended more to brawn than to excess weight. Gray-brown tresses of hair dangled freely from beneath a floppy burgundy cap, framing his round face and high, ruddy cheeks. His eyes were alight with a mischievous glint that seemed ignited by the Sheik�s discomfiture. He was, of course, the very same man Robert and Maeve had encountered in their mission to Rosetta. The Order apparently had been satisfied with his ability to adequately persuade the Founders on more than one occasion, and perhaps they felt familiarity would strengthen their side of the arguments here as well.
�We have called you here to ask for a complete cessation of any and all intervention in the continuum,� said Paul. �I realize that you may be constrained in what you may or may not reveal to us here, but recent events have produced a number of alarming and unexpected irregularities, at least insofar as we perceive the Time theory here.�
He briefly related his experience in arriving slightly out of phase on his last retraction. �We had good numbers on that shift.�
�Very high integrity percentages,� said Kelly. �Also adequate power and perfect stability on a quantum level.�
�Yet I apparently overshot my targeted reentry point, if only be a few milliseconds, and it was both painful and disturbing when I finally manifested in sync with this present. I was there all along, of course, but not yet there, by the barest fraction of a second, and for all intents and purposes I was a ghost at that moment, unseen by any of my associates here, though I could still dimly perceive them.�
�I still don�t understand why,� said Robert.
�If I may, professor,� LeGrand cleared his throat. �Everything you see and perceive is information from the recent past. It takes the barest wee bit of Time for the light to bounce about and reach your eyes, and that Time interval extends the farther away you look. Why, have a glance at the heavens above tonight. Your eyes will be taking in light that has been traveling eons to reach you. Everything you see is not really information from the present. It is the night sky as it appeared ages ago, and in some places millennia ago. You can clearly look into the past, it�s the absolute present and the future you can never really see or perceive.�
Nordhausen nodded, satisfied.
�Then there�s an issue with the movement of objects through Time,� said Maeve �in both directions. You people have been quite sloppy it seems.�
�We believed an object could not be moved unless there was a pattern signature in the system,� said Paul. �Now I understand your side is using String theory as the basis of your physics.� He looked at Aziz. �Yet we have tangible evidence of objects that have been found where they should not be, where it would be impossible for them to exist.� He was fingering the metal key in his pocket as he spoke, but made no mention of it.
The Sheik smiled. �Do you mean things like parts of plastic laminated playing cards tucked discretely in a copy of the Holy Koran?� His smile faded.
�Come, come, now,� said LeGrand. �To err is human. We found that a very clever ploy, and Mr. Ramer�s play on words concerning his surname in the hieroglyphics was equally ingenious.�
�Now who makes sweet compliments,� said the Sheik.
�The point is,� said Maeve, �we have come to feel we are doing irreparable damage to the continuum. Every breaching point, every mission, each intervention, all the meddling about with Prime Movers, and the risky flirtation with Free Radicals, it�s very, very dangerous, and may make a fatal wound in the continuum, if it hasn�t already done so.�
�We were not the ones who took the life of Primes,� said Aziz. �You will note that we intervene by sparing life. You call us Assassins, yet we are merciful, as Allah commands.�
�Sparing life? Merciful?� said LeGrand. �If you call the obliteration of countless billions mercy, then you are demented, man. Yes, you spared lives, ever so discretely, heedless of what the outcomes and consequences might be.�
�We were very mindful of the consequences,� said Aziz. �They were simply not to your liking, that is all.�
�Not to our liking, indeed.� LeGrand said smugly. �And how do you like them now? We�re back on our feet again. The tables have been turned round once more. See how you like hiding out in caves and high mountain passes now, eh?�
�Gentlemen!� Paul warned. �I was hoping to reason with you, but I may just as well make my point another way. We can turn off this whole thing. Our latest intervention can be withdrawn as easily as I can shut down this Arch at the moment. I know exactly what we did, the where and when of it all, and I can restore both Bismarck and Palma to the Meridian in a heartbeat. As this Nexus Point remains open, I�ll warrant neither of you have a clue on this operation yet, nor will you until we dissipate our Nexus. You will therefore be powerless to prevent anything we decide to do here.�
He looked at LeGrand. �You may have the advantage if we let this intervention stand, Mr. LeGrand, but I can change all that. So I warn you, I will not hesitate to do so, even if it means we live our lives out here in the agony of our Post-Palma world, the merciful gift of the Sheik and his oh so pious followers of the Koran here.�
�You can�t be serious,� said LeGrand. �You would align yourself with them?�
�We would see it another way entirely,� said Maeve. �It would be a defense of the original Prime Meridian, wherein the Palma event has a rightful place. So you can wipe that smug look off your face and get serious about negotiating here, or we�ll settle the matter without further input. And as for you,� she pointed at the Sheik, �you won�t like the latest twist we have planned either. We�ll make certain your side shares fully in the suffering caused by Palma. You will not emerge unscathed, nor will you ascend to a dominant position in your future if we can prevent it. And we can. It�s all planned. The operation is ready to go and, I assure you, our final intervention will be completely unassailable.� She folded her arms, bluffing, but doing so in a most convincing manner, in a way only Maeve could truly pull off.
LeGrand seemed stunned. �My, my,� he said at last. �I hardly expected to have a gun put to my head here.�
�Cocked and ready, � said Paul. �Now, we want some information, whether it means you divulge something critical or not is of no concern to us at this juncture. This business concerning a British steamer, the Darlington Court, is somewhat disturbing. It was blown to pieces upon arrival at its berthing point in the U.K., and the explosion was so powerful it damaged vessels over a mile away. That was no natural explosion, gentlemen. We suspect a bomb was placed on board.� He looked from one to the other, his gaze resting on the Sheik at the end.
�War is war,� said the Sheik. �Yes, we sabotaged that ship. Regrettable, but there it is.�
�When?� said Paul, waiting cautiously and hoping the Sheik would be forthcoming with an answer.
�It was part of the general plan for this campaign. I do not have the exact shift time for that mission at hand.�
�Well enough,� said Paul. �Except for this� In our history, the information we hold protected here in our touchstone RAM Bank, there was also an unusual explosion during the attack on convoy HX-126. We uncovered evidence of obvious tampering in that event stream�ships reassigned, steaming orders changed, and a strange underwater explosion that was noted in the reports of several eye witnesses.�
�You mean the subterranean earthquake?� the Sheik smiled.
�That was no earthquake,� said Paul, frowning. �We believe it was an explosion on one of the ships sunk by U-556 in that attack, the Darlington Court. Imagine our surprise to discover the history in our own RAM bank had already been tampered with.�
The Sheik�s jaw hardened, his eyes narrowing. LeGrand gave him a suspicious and reproachful look, but the heavy set man also seemed discomfited.
�We can say nothing more on the matter,� said LeGrand. �I do not wish to seem stubborn or uncooperative here, but there are some things that we simply cannot divulge�out of respect to your very own rules concerning Prime Movers, Miss Lindford.�
Paul nodded, satisfied that he now knew enough about that event to justify his inner fears and suspicions. The reaction of the two men was transparent. It was clear that the history had been tampered with, but his mind moved on to greater consequences.
�There is something else at stake now that is bigger than all our mutual interests here,� Paul took a seat and leaned forward heavily, elbows resting on his legs, hands clasped under his chin.
�We believe the continuum is fracturing, gentlemen. The minor phasing aberration I experienced on retraction was but the barest inkling of what is to come. And we think the fractures already caused in this conflict will propagate out to much more serious consequences in your day. There�s a reason why you asked for Arch support at this end before you shifted in, LeGrand. And you, my dear Sheik, there is a reason why you missed your target date by three days, eh? Because I saw you three days ago, down in the garage when I was seeing to the fuel situation during our Tours intervention. You appeared, holding that very same sword at your side there, then vanished. I believe you saw me as well, so you know I speak truthfully here.�
The Sheik was flustered. �It was merely a �Spook Job� to use a phrase you have coined. A simple reconnaissance.�
�Rubbish,� said Paul. �Yes, you will tell me that the penumbra of Palma accounts for these irregularities, but we believe something more is happening. Be frank with me, sir, or suffer our eternal enmity. If we side with LeGrand and his people we�ll checkmate you at every turn. Our privileged position on the continuum gives us enormous leverage on events. We antedate every other Arch complex you can build and you may wish to consider the advantage that gives us in any ongoing conflict. We have stopped your entire operation cold, Palma, the Sami�s little scheme at Castle Masyaf, Rosetta, Tours, then we sunk the damn Bismarck and reversed Palma yet again. Are you hearing me? Am I making myself clear?�
The Sheik was clearly cowed, the look on his face speaking volumes behind his wan smile. �We had no intention of sparing Bismarck as a means of restoring Palma. That was an unexpected dividend,� he said testily.
�Well, whatever you were up to, it�s over,� said Paul.
The Sheik eyed him suspiciously. �Not quite�� he started, then seemed to reconsider, sighing heavily. �A gun to our heads, indeed,� he looked at LeGrand.
�Very well,� said LeGrand, folding his heavy arms over his belly. �You�re on to it, quite clearly, and you may as well know. What you have said is true. The continuum is fracturing, to use your term. You don�t notice it here yet, but you will in due course. By our day we�re facing some rather severe ramifications. You know of what I speak, Aziz.�
The Sheik nodded solemnly. �Phase shift is the least of our worries, Mr. Dorland, a mere nuisance, but there is more.�
�Quite a lot more, I�m afraid,� said LeGrand. �Things are� well, not as they should be. We have predictors that return integrity numbers you would be proud of Mr. Ramer, but then events shift, they slip, they twist into an unexpected consequence that no one, in spite of all our considerable efforts, has foreseen. The incidence of Free Radical elements encountered in even the slightest intervention is astounding. We think we have everything nailed down in the research, and then it all goes to mayhem when we intervene.�
�For not even the wise can foresee all ends,� said Kelly.
�Thank you, Gandalf,� Maeve smiled at him. But LeGrand was not finished.
�At first we considered that these difficulties might be counter operations conducted by the Assassins. Then, in a moment of rare clarity and frankness, one of your associates disclosed the fact that you were struggling with similar aberrations in your operations as well.�
�In the interest of accord I will confirm this,� said Aziz. �We believed our problems were the work of our enemies as well, or even the Founders here, yet soon even simple courier missions became so problematic that we were forced to suspend operations. It is the reason, in part, we sought to etch the history in stone, quite literally, in an archive hidden deep in the past, well away from the damage we were observing. We thought the Shadow of Palma was deepening, and we could have no certainty in our day. There were regrets among many of our most senior Seers and Khadis. Some even advocated that we undo the mischief and misery we unleashed upon the world with Palma.�
�Then you will not be too distressed to learn we�ve done the job for you,� said Maeve.
�I�m afraid it goes far beyond Palma,� said LeGrand. �We always wondered about something else,� he said darkly, �and undoubtedly you have posed this question as well my dear Sheik. You see� we have a future as well. When we leave here we go forward, returning to the present we know, which is well in your future,� he gestured to the Meridian team members. �But we have a future as well, and it always bothered us that no one from that future, to this day, has ever paid us a visit with any friendly advice in the heat of this struggle. We took that as a bad omen when the scales were balanced against us, but even when we had the upper hand, our future remained entirely dark and silent. We get no messages in apples, as it were. Not a whisper, not a wink or a nod, and we have come to feel that there is some cataclysm of unimaginable immensity waiting for us just round the next turn in the Meridian. We do not know if the damage we have caused continues beyond our point in the continuum, but it is reasonable to assume it does. Are we responsible for this great silence? It is most unsettling.�
�As for now,� said the Sheik, � I can say we have shared the dread you speak of. For we, too, have prayed, and called to our brothers who may live in generations yet to come. We have sent many messages, words we were certain our future generations would discover and surmise, yet we, too, receive no answer. We have come to believe that all Meridians are bent toward one great Finality. We are blind to what it is, or where it may wait for us in the future, though the strange aberrations we have experienced may indeed be the root cause. Believe me, it is unnerving when one sets down a goblet of wine and turns to a friend in conversation, only to find the goblet and wine missing when you reach for it again, the bottle unopened, the friend not there when you whirl about in amazement and find yourself alone. All of our Walkers report such experiences now. We perceive the changes, yet we do not forget what we once knew to be correct. We ourselves are not altered. At first we believe these were mere hallucinations�after effects caused by too many Time shifts, but they continue and continue, and they are increasing. We call out to our future like a frightened child, and we wait, yet no word ever returns��
The implications of what the two men shared confirmed Maeve�s worst fears. �Gentlemen,� she said softly. �If you ever do want to hear a voice from that future I most strongly advise you both to heed this voice now from your past. As the Founding Director of Outcomes and Consequences, hear me roar. Stop this war. Cease fire. At once. I want a complete cessation of all operations and planned interventions. Furthermore, I want all operatives presently stationed on any Meridian, in any Milieu, to be immediately recalled. Then, upon receiving a signal that we will initiate, I want every last Arch complex you possess, known facilities and hidden ones as well, to cease operation and dissipate their Nexus Points. It is the only way we can still down the continuum enough to see what we have done and assess the damage. If as much as a single Nexus Point remains open, then we can reach no clarity on the matter. Time will wait. We�ve lifted her skirts and she�ll show us plenty of leg if we persist with this nonsense, and then, one day, there�ll come that unexpected kick. You gentlemen know exactly what I mean.�
The Sheik smiled, this time with some warmth and a measure of respect. �You are, indeed, a formidable woman,� he said.
�You�ll find us all quite formidable,� she emphasized. �We are the Founders, gentlemen. You must heed this warning, or I can tell you the consequences will be darker that any of us here can now imagine. It will not be unopened wine bottles, but people and places will go missing in due course, just as you have shared here. Events will change all on their own, and no one will be able to put things right again. We cannot even be certain of the history we once thought was safe in our Ram Bank, and the same is true for both of you. Interventions in Time under these circumstances would be like a surgeon operating blind. Would either of you care to be the patient on that operating Table? So I beg you, in the interest of humanity and the future you call to so earnestly, to end this war. Every one of us is in agreement, here. Paul?�
�I call for an immediate cease fire, a truce, and termination of all Nexus Points upon our signal.�
�Robert?�
�Gentlemen, leave my history alone, if you please, and do exactly what this woman says.�
�Kelly?�
�Shut the damn thing down. Period.�
Maeve looked at them, a fierce expression on her face now. �That�s all four of us,� she said in a low voice. �We have reached an absolute certainty in our view on this, and four votes from the Founders is one hell of a weight of opinion. What is your decision, gentlemen? Will you comply, or must we take further action?�
LeGrand swallowed hard. �I am authorized to reach an accommodation with you should all Founders be seen to be in agreement. Yes. You are correct, Miss Lindford. The weight of your combined opinion is duly noted� and respected. The Order is therefore willing to comply to the terms as stipulated.�
Aziz spoke next. �Then you will not allow Palma to stand? Even if it has a rightful place in the Prime Meridian?�
�We will not,� said Maeve. �There will be no further intervention, no more damage to the continuum, unless you force us to act again. Play it as it lays. Your decision?�
The Sheik stroked his beard. �Your message to us said that any emissary sent must have binding authority. I have as much where our people are concerned.� He looked from LeGrand, to Maeve and the others. �Very well. I agree to the terms as stipulated. Provided the Order complies in this manner, by first shutting down all active Arch complexes, save two. Then we will comply and both sides will cease all operations simultaneously upon receipt of your signal.�
�Fair enough,� said LeGrand. �The Order agrees.�
�And you�ll also destroy any existing Oklo reaction site you may have in use,� said Paul. �And by recalling your people we mean all of them. Your archival Sphinx site with Hamza and his scribes must be abandoned as well.�
The Sheik�s chin tightened, but he thought for a moment and then nodded in the affirmative. �We will do as you ask,� he said. �This agreement is concluded, but how will it be enforced?�
�Leave that to me,� said Maeve. �If nothing else, I�m very tidy.�
�Gentlemen,� said Robert �Let us drink on it. To the history� And may God forgive us our wanton and selfish ways.�
�All Gods we may ever know,� said LeGrand.
�As Allah wills it,� said Aziz.
Paul stood up, smiling broadly. �Then I swear to you all, on my father�s grave, that I will not be the one to break the peace we have made here today.� His voice strained to imitate Brando, and Maeve gave him an incredulous look.
�The Godfather,� he said sheepishly. �There�s something in that movie for virtually any occasion.�
There was a sudden sharp pop, and they turned to see that Robert had hold of a freshly opened bottle of Champagne.

Epilogue

�The past is but the beginning of a beginning, and all that is and has been is but the twilight of the dawn.�
- H. G. Wells

The Key
Aboard HMS Rodney, Captain Dalrymple-Hamilton had the satisfaction of knowing his ship had been instrumental in catching and sinking the Bismarck. In spite of her worn engines, dodgy steam boilers, and that fact that her decks and holds were cluttered with crates of supplies and material to be used in her own refitting, she gave a very good account of herself, arriving on the scene at a crucial moment and engaging and holding the enemy until Admiral Tovey could rally the wounded Prince of Wales and team her up with his own ship King George V to join the battle. More than that, Rodney was the first to seriously blood the enemy, scoring vital hits on her gun turrets and striking the blow that killed both L�tjens and Lindemann.
Clearly the arrival of Tovey�s two formidable ships had made a decisive difference in the battle but, when the action had been sorted out, the captain was pleased to learn that it was his fourth salvo that had struck a hard blow on Bismarck�s forward Anton and Bruno turrets, and later on Rodney also struck and hit her aft Dora turret. Silencing the enemy guns was a large part of any victory at sea, he knew. And all the while, Rodney�s own guns had continued to blast away with her big six foot long shells. The concussion of the guns had ripped up her wooden decks, shaken loose railings and fittings all over the ship, and burst her iron water pipes to flood several compartments. Yet, wheezing and rattling, she had still managed some of her best recorded speeds of the war, lumbering in on the scene at just the crucial moment.
The old girl still had some life in her, he thought, though he knew that the presence and good sense of the American officer Wellings had also confirmed his own best judgment on how to steer his ship in this action, and enabled him to make the decisive rendezvous in the end. A pity that Wellings did not survive. The report that he had been seen swept over the upper deck railing and out to sea in the midst of the battle was disheartening. A man overboard at such times was all but doomed. The seas were far too high for him to survive very long, and it was hours before the action had finally concluded and the destroyers had set about picking up survivors, and they were all too few.
A submarine alert had come in while the cruiser Dorsetshire and destroyer Maori were picking up men. The ships were forced to work up speed and steam away, men still clinging to the rescue ropes, dragged off and finally lost to the angry sea again, too exhausted to hold on. Just three men had come safely off HMS Hood, and from Bismarck only 116 of more than 2200 lives had been saved. Wellings� name was not on the list of those rescued that day.
Low on fuel, Rodney turned away with the other British battleships and limped home, up through the Irish Sea to anchor off Greenock and begin bunkering on fuel and ammunition. Her torpedo damage had not been significant, and the water that had started to flood her forward holds had been pumped out, the damaged areas sealed, the hidden crates restacked. The American officer had distinguished himself here as well, answering a call for help below decks, saving the lives of Able Seamen, and sealing off hatches at a critical moment until engineers could arrive and take charge of the scene. So read his report on Wellings, which he sent off to the Admiralty and thought little more on until he had completed the long journey to New York, there to deliver the secret cargo his ship had harbored and guarded, even through the danger of that wild action against Bismarck.
The stores of gold bullion, property of His Majesty�s Government, and the sealed crates of the famous Elgin Marbles arrived safe and sound, though a few pieces had been shaken up in the battle. It was not the first time they had been safeguarded by the Royal Navy. Admiral Nelson himself had transported the marbles aboard his flagship HMS Victory in the year 1804 when they had initially been removed from the Greek islands. Shortly thereafter Byron�s curse struck that ship, and she was badly damaged in action and laid up in Gibraltar. The captain was not a superstitious man, but he sometimes wondered if Rodney would ever suffer a similar fate.
It was to be Captain Hamilton�s final cruise aboard the old battleship. She moved to Boston harbor for her refit, and Captain Dalrymple-Hamilton was relieved there by Captain James Rivett-Carnac. It seemed only fitting, he thought. The ship would get new boilers, and a nice major overhaul. Why not a shiny new captain as well? The big Scot returned to England, there to receive instead a new ship and a new post.
He found himself �kicked upstairs and sent away,� assigned to a lowly steamer, HMS Baldur, technically as Admiral commanding Iceland, of all places. The ship was used as an Admiralty Experimental Station, anchored in Adalvik Bay to monitor German U-boat radio traffic and sightings. In fact, she had no engines, and her shell was just a front for a secret base there, which also bore the name HMS Baldur, where the German Enigma signals to U-boats were intercepted and decoded. When the captain first arrived there were just a few men engaged in this work, huddled in frigid Nissen huts heated only by a single small coke stove. Someone was making a very strong point, and it seemed a lonesome and demeaning post to oblivion after having commanded a battleship which took part in the sinking of the Bismarck.
He sometimes wondered if his decision to follow his own good sense in the battle, and not the orders of the First Sea Lord, Admiral Pound, had played a part in marooning him at this desolate outpost. Or perhaps the incident involving Wellings had also contributed to his receiving this lacklustre assignment. As it turned out, however, the assignment was just a way to �keep him on ice,� quite literally, until the Admiralty could arrange a more suitable post. His star was to rise again when he was appointed Naval Secretary in 1942, eventually becoming second in command of Home Fleet.
The Wellings incident remained a mystery to him for years. Arriving at the Clyde a few months after the Bismarck campaign, he was visited by MI-6, the foreign intelligence arm, and questioned about his report concerning the American officer. It seems that Lieutenant Commander Wellings was alive and well after all! In fact, he had flown from Bristol air field on the eve of Rodney�s departure from the Clyde for that fateful mission where she had tangled with Germany�s feared sea raider. After a day and a night layover in Iceland, he flew on to New York. There it was soon discovered that the orders sending him on this eleventh hour journey were counterfeit, and that the man Captain Hamilton had written so highly of in his report was completely unknown, a presumed impostor, and perhaps even an agent of the enemy, or so the man from MI-6 intimated. The big Scot wasted no time tamping down that idea, for no matter who the man was, his actions while aboard Rodney had been of the highest order.
And yet� He had been seen in the forward hold, down where Rodney had secreted away His Majesty�s gold bullion and the coveted and priceless Elgin Marbles. Could the man have been in the employ of the Elgin estate, slipped aboard to see to the safety of this precious cargo? Captain Hamilton never knew, or learned, anything more about it.
~ ~ ~
Over 60 Year later, and thousands of miles away, the man who had impersonated Lt. Commander Wellings was indeed alive and sound, resting in his quiet cottage in the highlands of Carmel.
It was well after LeGrand and Aziz were gone that Paul thought again on the key in his pocket, where it came from, and what it might mean. For it was no ordinary key. Why he never mentioned it to the Ambassadors from the future escaped him. He might have held it out as evidence of their sloppiness, and the heedless way in which they had operated. Yet some inner instinct told him to remain silent about it, and thankfully none of the other team members had said a word. Sloppy indeed! Considering the team�s own operations over these last days and weeks, that finger could be pointed at all of them as well.
They were children at first, he realized. They thought they would go see a Shakespeare play. They made enormous errors, landing in the late Cretaceous at one point, and bouncing all over the history until they managed to get their methods understood and well honed. Robert was finally convinced of the serious nature of any breach of the continuum. Paul had little fear that he would make another unauthorized jaunt to the British Museum considering what they had seen in recent events.
The effect of information sent back through Time, particularly to Prime Movers, was also firmly impressed on all of them now, particularly in deeply fractured Meridians of World War II. There were so many Pushpoints there, lurking in the Nexus Points of battles, campaigns, and roiling sagas at sea, that even the slightest nudge could set the whole mountain of events tumbling into the sea. A tiny drop of information could cause an immediate and significant change, like a sudden chemical reaction in a lab beaker, and the changes were no longer predictable with any degree of certainty. It might fall like a saving antidote, or fester like a lethal poison, and there was no way to predict all possible outcomes, or to safely restore the Meridian to its former state.
Realizing all this, the presence of this key in the Elgin Marbles was baffling and surprising to him. Why was it embedded in the head of the Selene Horse? Was it evidence of a failed operation by one side or another, or was it placed there deliberately? If so, what did that operation entail and why was it mounted? Or worse, why was it called off in such a way that this object would have been so carelessly left behind? Was it meant to be left behind, and if so, why? And why did they have no inkling of it in the Golem alerts?
Every question led him on to another, a long corridor of unopened doors that perhaps would be breached with this very key if he chose the correct one. First off, how was it that the object itself could have moved forward with him in Time when he returned from his wild ride in the Atlantic ocean? There was no pattern signature in the Arch retraction scheme that Kelly used to pull him out. Yet the more he thought on this the more he was coming to realize that the physics must be doing something in the corona around the tiny bubble in infinity that allowed a traveler to move from one milieu and Meridian in Time to another. It must be creating a safe zone where any object within the corona could be moved. After all, Rantgar had arrived with weapons in hand, though they might have been pattern sampled for that shift. But Nordhausen had snuck back to Reading Station to bring back the lost manuscript of T.E. Lawrence�s book the Seven Pillars of Wisdom. That was clearly not sampled in his retraction scheme, yet it shifted through intact. He had it in his vault, even now� or did he?
He thought he might ask the professor to have a quiet look inside and confirm that. With all the recent interventions and the odd occurrences reported by LeGrand and Aziz, would he be that surprised to find it had vanished, one of those things that simply shifted or slipped in Time?
With that thought in mind, Paul put the key on a chain and wore it around his neck, under his shirt at all times from that moment on. He also made an entry in Kelly�s protected RAM Bank, describing the key, how and where he found it, and including a set of images. It was well encrypted, so he had no fear of it ever being discovered. If something did slip, he wanted to know it immediately�at least insofar as this key was concerned. He had the RAM Bank programmed to notify him once a week about the hidden file and ask him a question only he would ever know the answer to so he could view the contents. If the key ever vanished, he wanted to know it immediately--know that it had existed, where he had found it, and what he had discovered about it since.
Yet how would any of them ever know again what was real, or what was the contorted product of another Time intervention? They would have to keep the Arch spinning on low standby mode at all times, an enormously expensive proposition, and one that also presented challenges involving maintenance and engineering. As to finances, he had a quiet talk with LeGrand about this before the man departed. Just before the timed shutdown for the truce, he received a curious message from the distant future, tucked into a slice in an apple! It displayed two prominent words: �Thank You!� The advice penned below this allowed him to make certain investments that proved to be very timely and he had little concern for money ever thereafter.
Even so, he worried that, one day, by some means, his machine would falter and fail when it was most needed. It was only the confounding Shadow of Palma that prevented the Assassins from effectively counter-operating in the missions they had run thus far. Yet the enemy still managed several interventions aimed at preserving their advantage, and making the devastating operation they mounted against Charles Martel stand. Thankfully they had failed.
Now he wondered if the Golem alert system would be efficient enough to pick up any potential violation of the truce they had just negotiated. What if the warring parties used some unknown technology, or even a principle of physics unknown to his time, to spoof their system and conduct another stealthy operation? Was this key evidence of exactly that?
He remember something the Sheik had let slip as they argued in the conclave. He had revealed that the Assassins never intended to spare Bismarck as a means of restoring Palma, and that their success in doing so had been an unexpected consequence of that campaign. He said nothing at the time, but kept that thought in the back of his mind for some time. What were they up to, he wondered? Could they have known that the team would intervene� that he himself would be aboard the battleship Rodney as she engaged Bismarck in that final battle, within a hair�s breadth of dying in the cold Atlantic? Was it Rodney they had been gunning for all along? Old lumbering Rodney, with a secret cargo, in more than one way�the gold bullion, the Elgin Marbles, the hidden key� and me!
What if the Assassins took Maeve�s threats to heart and decided that their next and only mission must be to eliminate the meddling Founders from the continuum in a way that still permitted Time travel to occur in the future? After all, they had reasoned it out themselves one evening�if Columbus doesn�t discover the Americas, someone else was more than willing to do so. Thomas Edison, the Wright brothers, Henry Ford�they all had competing inventors working the same technology in their day. Paul had never published his findings in the greater scientific community, but he took note of any discovery or experiment that seemed to wander toward the Elysian Fields he had found himself in one day, and some people were already beginning to walk along some of the pathways of thought that eventually led him to the Arch.
Physicists were still taking pokes at Einstein. The CERN research institute near Geneva recently announced they had measured particles that had to be exceeding the speed of light. It was only a matter of getting somewhere 60 nanoseconds sooner than expected, but it was enough to raise a lot of eyebrows in the physics community. It meant, in one possible application, that it would be possible to send information back through Time, something Paul could clearly confirm now if ever asked around the water cooler conversations at the Berkeley Lab facilities, though he could never speak a word of this to anyone outside the four core members of the project. Even the interns and lower level staff had been banned from the main facilities after that first mission. The team could take no chance that the true purpose and utility of the Arch would ever become generally known. If the government ever discovered what they were doing here it would be confiscated and shut down in a heartbeat. In that event he had little doubt that a new Time War would soon begin.
It was a very slippery slope, he knew. Others would reason that if information could be sent back in Time, matter and people would come into the discussion shortly thereafter. He smiled inwardly when he learned that Steven Hawking had remarked: �It is premature to comment on this. Further experiments and clarifications are needed.�
Paul could write them all a book, but the more he considered things, the more questions piled up, one on top of another. Perhaps LeGrand and Aziz may have answered a few for him, but he knew they were also constrained to limit the amount of information they revealed�particularly to a Prime Mover. If ever there was a Prime Mover, Paul and the other Founders certainly filled the bill. He shuddered to think that the simple act of reaching a majority opinion in their discussion over what to do about the Bismarck campaign had an immediate effect�even extending to the operation of the technology and equipment they used!
Be careful what you wish for, went the old maxim� You may get it. And what did he have hanging round his neck now, a strange relic that should never have been found, or left, where it was discovered.
A curious man, he immediately applied a little forensic investigation to the key, regretting that he had twiddled with it in his pocket and largely extinguished any finger prints he might have found on it. Yet a little non invasive scan revealed something very interesting, for this key was not what it seemed at all. It was hollow! There was something inside it, and he would spend a good bit of time thinking about that before he went any further, or even whispered the fact to his closest associates.
There was something inside it! The metal end, machined to engage lock tumblers, had clearly been designed for some other purpose as well, and this turned the cylinders of his mind, opening a universe of possibilities. What was it, he wondered? Surely the contents would tell him where it had come from, and what its purpose was, he thought.
Now all he had to do was find out how to open the damn thing. Yet, being inventive and resourceful, he soon answered that challenge. He found that the head of the key could be turned with sufficient torque, and slowly unscrewed. He still remembered that moment of breathless opening, when everything he ever knew and believed turned at the head of that key, and its slow untwisting became the great unraveling of all that ever was. When he finally had it open, and tilted the shaft ever so gently to urge the hidden contents out onto a lab dish, he stared with amazement and perplexity at what he had found.
Days later he knew the answer to many of his questions, and he also knew why there had been no answer from the distant future when Aziz and LeGrand had called out to their successive generations. From that day forward his life, and his entire understanding of the world he lived in, was never the same. But who to tell?
He would spend a long time thinking about that before he ever spoke a word of this key again. Yet it was something too big for him to carry alone. Like Frodo�s ring it began to weigh upon him, seeming heavier and heavier with each day that passed. But unlike Frodo, there was no place he could take it and cast it away, and there was no way he could simply forget about it either� not this� not this�
Then one sunny afternoon at his cottage in Carmel, he was sitting with his good friend Kelly, down on a getaway visit while Maeve and Robert stood watch back in Berkeley. They had been walking on the coastline of Asilomar that day, and dined at one of Paul�s favorite restaurants, the Sardine Factory in Monterey. Now they were drinking wine in the cottage, looking at some of Kelly�s photo albums, and listening to the music they loved and shared together, talking over things in a way only two very old friends could. The music played on in the background and Kelly came in with a good bottle of Pinot Noir from Paul�s wine rack.
It was now or never, thought Paul. �Kelly,� Paul said quietly. �Before we open that, sit down for a moment, will you? There�s something very, very important I have to tell you��
He knew the moment he opened his mouth he would pass this hidden knowledge on to his friend, germ like, and Kelly�s life, already made wholly new in the this altered Meridian, would change once again. He, too, would never be the same. He hesitated briefly, thinking to leave his friend in the relative innocence and simplicity of his life, to leave him unbothered, unburdened, unaware. But if this would eventually lead them all to renewed Time missions, the whole project team would have to be informed. He could bear it no longer. The sheer loneliness of carrying the key, and all he knew about it now, was like a great weight crushing down on his soul.
He reached into his shirt and slowly drew out the key on its chain, feeling like Gandalf visiting Frodo in the Shire, there to tell him what the quaint little magic ring was really all about.
For one last moment he waited. Then he spoke. �It�s about this key,� he said�
~ ~ ~
Later that night the Arch was still slowly spinning on low power mode back in the Berkeley Hills, just enough to keep the systems energized and ready for quick startup if needed. The project team was taking no chances. They wanted to be able to monitor the newly enforced cease fire closely. The Golem Module was to be in use 24/7, now strongly reinforced with the addition of many installations active again on the east coast of the United States. Boston was still there, as was New York, Baltimore and Washington. Florida was no longer a flooded wreck. The Palma disaster had never happened.
At around four A.M. that evening, the Golem Module suddenly came to life again. The threat warning filters had been jarred awake by a lone sentry, while the world slept, blissfully unaware of the impending danger. Normally it would take an assessment from at least three Golem Banks to trigger a warning like this, a call to arms as it were. At Paul�s urging, however, the system had been reconfigured by Kelly to move into alert mode if just one Golem Bank reported sufficient evidence of a variation. So the alarm went out again, the threat module responded and sent start signals to the main turbines, and the low thrum of the Arch immediately revved up from 20% to 40% power, just enough to open and sustain a small Nexus Point around the facility.
One of the Golem Banks had found something oddly incongruous while it performed its routine scans of data available on the Internet. It was out of alignment with at least fifteen data points in the RAM Bank, and so the digital �stand to� had been sounded again by the vigilance of this single search cluster.
It was Kelly�s lost sheep again, Golem 7.

TIME GLOSSARY�� Terminology
From Dorland�s Theory

ABSOLUTE CERTIANTY�� A condition brought about by willful determination that serves to limit variation in the continuum, creating a kind of tunnel in the Time Meridian that restricts outcomes to an absolute certainty.
ATTENUATION�� A property of an incomplete Time shift, where the traveler manifests across a range of several milliseconds, slightly out of synch or phase with his correct manifestation point.
CLARITY�� Clear or good understanding of a temporal locus, pattern, event, Outcome or Consequence.
CO-LOCATION�� The presence of an object transported back through time to any point or Meridian on the continuum where that object existed. This is expressly forbidden by Time, and therefore impossible. In like manner, no person can ever shift in Time to a point where they co-locate with themselves.
EXCEPTION: See Vanishing Point.
CONSEQUENCE�� An undesired result achieved by a temporal Transformation�� Usually referring to the negative. (i.e.) Sometimes certain Consequences must be accepted in order to achieve a desired Outcome.
CONVOLUTION�� The relative difficulty or complexity of a given temporal event or condition.
DEEP NEXUS�� Sometimes called a �Void��� A crucial, significant Nexus Point where radical alteration of the time line is possible. A Deep Nexus has a universal effect on all moments in Time until resolved, and can therefore be a portal into any potential Meridian passing through the Nexus.
DENSITY�� A relative term describing factor counts in temporal events.
ELASTICITY�� The tendency of Time to resist alteration and reassume its original shape. Also known as �Quantum Memory Foam.�
FACTOR�� An element contributing to convolution in temporal events.
FINALITY�� A catastrophic Grand Imperative (like the Cuthulu asteroid strike that led to the eradication of the dinosaurs and other life.)
FREE RADICAL�� A dangerous, erratic variable in the course of temporal events�� usually only existing within a Deep Nexus.
GOLEM�� A special search program written by Kelly Ramer and distributed to hundreds of thousands of computer users via the Internet. Golems are able to search and report on information on the net and can perceive data on every Meridian during a time of Deep Nexus through the phenomenon known as �Resonance.�
GREAT VOID�� An interminable shadow or Penumbra cast by a Grand Imperative.
HAZE�� Obscurity in the understanding of a temporal situation or event.
IMPERATIVE�� An event in Time which must happen�� Usually a natural event. A Grand Imperative is a natural event of special significance. Some Grand Imperatives can become a Finality.
INEVITABILITY�� A progression of events that is inexorable and unalterable.
INITIATOR�� A person directly responsible for a new Time Meridian (Like Mohammed, or Christ). A Prime Mover of great significance.
LEVER�� A secondary contributor to movement in a series of events.
MERIDIAN�� An established line of temporal events on the continuum.
NEXUS POINT�� A point of connection, intersection or branching of one or more Meridians in the Time continuum.
NODE�� A specific point on a Time Meridian.
OUTCOME�� A desired result achieved by a temporal Transformation�� Usually referring to the positive.
PARADOX�� Time�s way of correcting errors in the Time continuum. Paradox is a real force, and quite dangerous. It kills or erases people and objects from the Time Meridian when unaccountable complications arise from their actions. A Paradox is NOT simply a thorny problem; it is a real effect and force of annihilation�a kind of �Anti-Time.�
PENUMBRA�� The shadow of influence on future events cast by an Imperative.
POINT OF ORIGIN�� The temporal locus where a person or object becomes a Prime Mover.
PRIME MOVER�� A primary causative lever or agent for an event�� usually a person but sometimes an object.
PUSH POINT�� A moment of insignificance that gives rise to a key event on a Time Meridian. Often associated with a Prime Mover.
QUANTUM KARMA�� The influence of causality on a Time Meridian. Each moment on the Meridian affects the next, and certain Prime Movers accumulate an aura of Quantum Karma around them that also has profound effects on the configuration of future moments in Time.
RADICAL TRANSFORMATION�� A catastrophic alteration of the Temporal Condition.
RESONANCE�� Information available in the intersection of a Nexus Point, where many alternate Meridians �resonate� data concerning the outcome of events.
TEMPORAL CONDITION�� The matrix, pattern or state of affairs in a given time period.
TRANSFORMATION�� Any change in a Time Meridian that alters a future Temporal Condition.
TRANSFORMER�� A person who causes a Transformation.
VANISHING POINT�� The exact moment in Time when an object is removed and transported elsewhere in the continuum.
VARIATION�� A subtle change in a Time Meridian that does not significantly alter Temporal Conditions.
WEIGHT OF OPINION�� The culmination and likely outcome of future events as a result of a potential transformation, as perceived and reported by the Golem search cloud.
WILLFUL EVENT�� Events resulting from decisions or actions taken by human beings
ZOMBIE�� The walking dead. A person, fated to die, but whose life has been spared due to a willful intervention in a Time Meridian. Paradox will allow the elimination of a Zombie by restoring the moment of his natural death to the continuum.
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The Meridian Series ~ Novels By John Schettler

Book I: Meridian�� A Novel In Time
ForeWord Magazine�s �Book of the Year�
2002 Silver Medal Winner for Science Fiction
The adventure begins on the eve of the greatest experiment ever attempted�Time travel. As the project team meets for their final mission briefing, the last member, arriving late, brings startling news. Catastrophe threatens and the fate of the Western World hangs in the balance. But a visitor from another time arrives bearing clues that will carry the hope of countless generations yet to be born.
Book II: Nexus Point
The project team members slowly come to the realization that a �Time War� is being waged by unseen adversaries in the future. The quest for an ancient fossil leads to an amazing discovery hidden in the Jordanian desert. A mysterious group of assassins plot to decide the future course of history, just one battle in a devious campaign that will span the Meridians of time, both future and past.
Book III: Touchstone
When Nordhausen follows a hunch and launches a secret time jump mission on his own, he uncovers an operation being run by unknown adversaries from the future. The incident has dramatic repercussions for Kelly Ramer, his place in the time line again threatened by paradox. Kelly�s fate is somehow linked to an ancient Egyptian artifact, once famous the world over, and now a forgotten slab of stone. The result is a harrowing mission to Egypt during the time frame of Napoleon�s 1799 invasion.
Book IV: Anvil of Fate
The cryptic ending of Touchstone dovetails perfectly into this next volume as Paul insists that Kelly has survived, and is determined to bring him safely home. Only now is the true meaning of the stela unearthed at Rosetta made apparent�a grand scheme to work a catastrophic transformation of the Meridians, so dramatic and profound in its effect that the disaster at Palma was only a precursor.
Book V: Golem 7
Nordhausen is back with new research and his hand on the neck of the new terrorist behind the Palma Event. Now the project team struggles to discover how and where the Assassins have intervened to restore the chaos of Palma, and their search leads them on one of the greatest naval sagas of modern history.

Other work by John Schettler

Kirov�� Alternate Military History (Naval)�� Available 2012
The battlecruiser Kirov, is the most power surface combatant that ever put to sea. Built from the bones of all four prior Kirov Class battlecruisers, she is updated with Russia�s most lethal weapons, given back her old name, and commissioned in the year 2020. A year later, with tensions rising to the breaking point between Russia and the West, Kirov is completing her final missile trials in the Arctic Sea when a strange accident transports her to another time. With power no ship in the world can match, much less comprehend, she must decide the fate of nations in the most titanic conflict the world has ever seen�WWII.
Historical Fiction
Taklamakan ~ The Land Of No Return
It was one of those moments on the cusp of time, when Tando Ghazi Khan, a simple trader of tea and spice, leads a caravan to the edge of the great desert, and becomes embroiled in the struggle that will decide the fate of an empire and shake all under heaven and earth. A novel of the Silk Road. (Print and eBook)
Khan Tengri ~ Volume II of Taklamakan
Learn the fate of Tando, Drekk, and the others in this revised version of Part II of Taklamakan, with a 30,000 word, 7 chapter addition! (eBook Only)
Science Fiction
Wild Zone ~ Classic Science Fiction
A shadow has fallen over earth�s latest and most promising colony prospect in the Dharma system. When a convulsive solar flux event disables communications with the Safe Zone, special agent Timothy Scott Ryan is rushed to the system on a Navy frigate to investigate. He soon becomes embroiled in a mystery that threatens the course of evolution itself as a virulent new organism has targeted mankind as a new host.
Mother Heart ~ Sequel to Wild Zone
Ensign Lydia Gates is the most important human being alive, for her blood holds the key to synthesizing a vaccine against the awful mutations spawned by the Colony Virus. Ryan and Caruso return to the Wild Zone to find her, discovering more than they bargained for, and the ancient entity at the heart of the mystery of life on Dharma VI. (eBook Only)
Mythic Mystery
Steamboat Slough ~ A Mystery
There was something under the ice at Steamboat Slough, something lost, buried in the frozen wreckage where the children feared to play. For Daniel Edwards, returning to the old mission site near the Yukon where he taught school a decade past, the wreck of an old steamboat becomes more than a tale told by the village elders. In a mystery weaving the shifting imagery of a dream with modern psychology and ancient myth, Daniel struggles to solve the riddle of the old wreck and free himself from the haunting embrace of a nightmare older than history itself.
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