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Author’s Note:




 




Dear Readers,





 




To all of you out there who are still reading this story, my deepest thanks for your loyalty and enthusiasm for this long and terribly twisted tale. Now we begin wading into Season 5, and after a number of developments in the opener that many may not have expected. The Allies have mounted a hasty, and perhaps overly optimistic campaign into Southern France, forsaking their investment in Italy, but after weeks of success there, the Germans finally managed to build a stable front.



The attack into Southern France has pulled virtually every reserve the Germans had at hand, units that were rebuilding and destined for the Ostfront
 all hastily committed to this new and dangerous front. Does this mean we will not see Operation Overlord come to fruition? I would not say that yet. While Eisenhower and Marshall have been siphoning off troops that should have gone to England for the Overlord plan, that operation is still on the table. Given the virulent German response, it may soon become a necessity.



Then we have the odyssey of the
 
Kaiser Wilhelm

 to consider, which took us to the interesting battle of Dogger Bank. That ship is the penultimate manifestation of Admiral Jackie Fisher’s dream of the battlecruiser as a new naval weapon of war. Its combination of speed and long range firepower make it a most deadly foe in the waters of WWI, and with it, you can see the great difference that even a few decades of naval evolution make.



In this next volume,
 
Kaiser Wilhelm

 is seen as the perfect raider by the German Admirals who are amazed and delighted by its presence. We will meet a few of them here, Hipper, Tirpitz, and Scheer, and get a nice taste of naval combat in the process.



This volume will also see a long overdue return to the Pacific theater, where strategy is debated there just as it was in the West. With the New Hebrides finally secured, where do the Americans go next? Of course, MacArthur has his mind set on New Guinea, but Nimitz now introduces his island hopping plan to bypass strong Japanese outposts and get islands that can soon receive the devastating new American weapon—the B-29 bomber. We will see the resolution of that debate, and the opening of the campaign that results, and that will take up a good many chapters here.



But there were a lot of other subplots spinning up from the season opener. In the Pacific segment, the Japanese must make a decision on how to utilize Admiral Kita’s small task force to best advantage. Tyrenkov and his new “associates” get about their dark business in 1908, while Karpov and Fedorov conspire together to find a way to defeat and reverse his treachery. All of them will get traction here, but things happen that many of the key players never anticipated.



As these plots work themselves out, never fear, the war will continue along the knotted thread we have been traveling ever since book 9, Altered States.
 It is late 1943, and things are happening in the East as well in this volume. In fact, we begin there with yet another twist in events. So we pay a visit to all theaters of operation this time around.




Event Horizon

 closes out the autumn of 1943, with another dread winter approaching where Sergei Kirov and company hope to mount a winter offensive that will prove to be decisive. In the next volume, we’ll finally enter1944, and all the great battles that defined that year will be in the offing. Some may play out in accord with the history, others will be much affected by events that have already pushed the war in new directions. Yet I think we will definitely see some kind of major Allied amphibious operation coming off Morgan’s planning table, some kind of massive airborne operation like Market Garden, and probably some kind of big final counterattack in the west akin to the Ardennes offensive. We’ll just have to see how things develop.



PS: Kudos to all those intrepid readers out there who answered the call to get the Kirov Series into Wikipedia! I’m amazed at what a great job you are doing, and want to thank all involved.



 




- John Schettler
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Molotov’s Cocktail




 


“
 Sometimes a deal with the Devil is better than no deal at all.”



 



—
 Lawrence Hill


 






 



Chapter 1





 




The
 last attempt to negotiate a peace between the Soviet Union and Volkov’s Orenburg Federation had ended in disaster, with Sergei Kirov refusing to mend fences. This time, Volkov hoped things would be different, because he knew that peace with the Soviets was now his only hope of survival. He would send his ambassador with the same old arguments, and the same old demands. What was he to expect but the same old result?

“We offer a complete cessation of hostilities between our two states,” said Molenko, the new ambassador from Orenburg, and one Volkov selected because he had no debt to pay to the Soviets, and was therefore likely to come out of the meeting still alive.

“What do you propose?” This time, it was the Old Bolshevik himself, Molotov, on the other side of the table, and neither Kirov nor his chief of Intelligence, Berzin, would attend the meeting.

“The Volga will become the permanent boundary between our two states,” said Molenko. “At least as far as Volgograd. After that, the Don as far as Rostov becomes a permanent border.” He was a younger man, well educated, and handpicked from the cadre of the elite within the inner circle around Volkov. Molotov regarded him as a school master might look at a graduate student, being a man of vast experience in foreign affairs, and one who had learned the delicate arts of diplomacy and negotiations from as far back as the stormy years of the Revolution.

“That puts all of the Caucasus on your side of the river,” said Molotov.

“Of course. We fought for it, and it has been a part of the Orenburg Federation for nearly two decades. Do not think that your ill-advised offensive of 1941, or the presence of the German army there now, makes any difference in that equation.”

“Mister Molenko,” Molotov smiled. “It may surprise you to learn that all of the Caucasus, the whole of the Ukraine, and all the states you now collectively label your Orenburg Federation were part of Russia for centuries, and they will be destined to return to the motherland in time. If not now, then later, after this unfortunate business with the Germans is concluded. What we would prefer to see would be the dissolution of your entire state, all your armies pledged to the loyalty of the Soviet Union, and your Ivan Volkov called to account for his many misdeeds over these last decades, which you seem to hold so dear.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You and I both know that will not happen.”

“No, I don’t suppose it will—at least not this year. Yet it will happen in time, because we intend to win this war, and utterly defeat the German Army as we do so. After that, I do not think your Orenburg Federation will prove much of an obstacle. Your armies can barely hold onto the territory you presently hold, and you do so only because we are otherwise occupied. Understand? So why not face the reality of your situation. Join the Soviet Union.”

“I am not empowered to make such a decision.” Molenko sought refuge from the grim reality of Molotov’s assertion in the safety of the fact that he was merely a messenger. “I can offer only what I have said, along with mutual cooperation with your armies against our common enemy.”

“Yes, your former ally,” Molotov chastised with his tone.

“And your former ally as well,” said Molenko. “It was you who drew up the agreement with Ribbentrop, was it not? We have seen how that ended, and yes, we have also seen that Hitler will stop at nothing to achieve his ends. When a friend no longer suits him, he sticks in the knife, and with no scruples.”

“That may be expected of the Germans,” said Molotov, “but not those who once lived in a place we all called Mother Russia. Your betrayal to the Revolution, and the country, is a much deeper wound, and one that has never healed. So what you offer us now is nothing new. You pledge cooperation, yet you haven’t the ability to take anything from the Germans that they do not choose to give, just as they gave you Volgograd, when you could never take it from us.”

“Surely you see the benefit in our forging an alliance now,” Molenko tried again. “It will immediately free up three or four armies you presently have posted on the Volga, and do the same for us. We could mass those troops on either side of the Don, and then take Rostov from two sides. If we do that, then the Sea of Azov cuts the enemy position in two, and everything he has in the Caucasus is cut off. They will have no choice but to retreat through the Crimea.”

“Leaving all the Kuban to you,” said Molotov, “so you can re-occupy the oil fields at Maykop, and again have a near monopoly on that resource—Maykop, Baku, Astrakhan, the Tengiz and Caspian fields—all of it. We cannot allow this, nor will we permit you to control the oil as you clearly hope to do.”

“Then you will not agree?”

Molotov sighed. “You give us very little, the use of three or four armies, and a pledge of cooperation. Yet you get so much in return, control of the Kuban and most of the world’s developed oil resources. We might agree, and yes, it would make our war against the Germans just a little easier. Then again, we might decline, and simply return to our business as we have it planned. Quite frankly, we don’t need your cooperation. What we do need, is your oil, but we will have to get by on what we have discovered in Siberia. Vladimir Karpov has been a most useful man. He has pledged all of Siberia will return to the Soviet Union, and he actively fights for us, with armies we have sorely needed in these last two difficult years. All the while, you fought for our enemies.”

“Would you prefer that we continue to do so?” Molenko’s frustration was evident, his dark eyes flashing as he spoke.

“Oh?” said Molotov, grizzled, and completely unruffled. “You think you will have better negotiations now with Hitler? You want to make amends and seek to rejoin the Axis Powers? Good luck, my young man. Yet even if you did so, it would make no difference. You cannot harm us. All you would gain is the use of your 5th and 7th Armies, and added to what you now have along the Don and Volga, they will not get you anywhere. Now you must face the reality of your situation. You cannot prevail in this war on the Axis side. You will lose, as will Germany. Ask your prophet about it, for I’m certain he has seen this end clearly enough. So we will crush the Germans, and then we will make a very quick end of your Orenburg Federation once we take Berlin. So I formally reject your offer of a truce, and I make a demand that you now surrender, unconditionally, and demobilize your entire army. After that, we will send our commissars to reorganize forces in your territory who wish to fight for the Soviet Union.”

“What you propose is preposterous! How can we simply demilitarize when we have four armies, half our forces, directly facing the Germans from the Don to the Black Sea? Why, they will then be free to go all the way to Baku and Astrakhan, and then they will have all the oil you covet.”

“They are free to try that, but if they do, they will not have it long. We will cut them off, because we have every intention of crossing the Dnieper soon. And once we do, the ferries at Kerch will be very busy, yes, very busy indeed. Don’t you see? Hitler could take everything you now hold south of the Volga in the Caucasus, but he simply cannot hold it, any more than he could hold Iraq or Syria, the other places he was so keen to find oil. So we will cut it all off, and then go for Ploesti, and that will be the end of the matter. It will all be ours again, as it was before, and as it will be in the future. You have only to decide whether you will join us willingly, or be defeated along with the Germans, your cities burned and destroyed, your armies slaughtered, your Generals all executed for high treason.” Molotov smiled.

“Damn!” said Molenko, his temper getting the better of him. “Then you leave us no recourse. Yes, we will now propose these same terms to the Germans, and see if they are more agreeable, now that we’ve stopped their offensive in the Caucasus.”

“My young man, you didn’t stop that offensive—we did. It was our offensive over the Donets that forced them to pull back, and soon they will pull back even further.”

“Not if we rejoin them, and then throw everything we have in the Caucasus at your line on the Don.”

“Do so if you wish, it will not matter. We are far stronger than you realize, and stronger than your Prophet may think. Yes, Ivan Volkov doesn’t see everything. He clearly did not see how foolish it would be to send you here with the same offer your last ambassador came to us with—and he was shot for that insolence.”

“You threaten me? Well, this time we have 50 men outside.”

“And we have 50 of our own,” said Molotov. “Shall we fight another little battle in this long civil war while we’re at it here? No, have no fear for that. We have no intention of killing you. Go back to Ivan Volkov and tell him everything I have said to you, and tell him also that he has two years left, perhaps three at best. After that, there will be one Soviet Union, and the Orenburg Federation will be forgotten as the treasonous aberration it has always been. Good day, Mister Molenko. But it looks a little grey outside. I think a storm is coming.” Again, that cold, unfeeling smile. Molotov stood up, picked up his hat, and walked away, his footsteps hard on the wood floor as he went.

 

* * *

 

“Amazing,” said Ribbentrop. “Volkov now wishes to reopen negotiations and proposes that his Federation will rejoin the Axis, and he offers this unconditionally. In fact, he agrees to withdraw behind the Volga, and cede control of his precious Kuban region, including all of the Maykop sector.”

“We already control Maykop,” said Hitler. “What about Baku?”

“They have agreed to pull out—everything, all the way to the Volga. They do not even wish to hold the Caucasus any longer, so we can simply drive our engineers to Baku and get busy building your pipelines.”

Now the Führer looked to his Generals. Zeitzler was present, and Manstein had flown in for what was described as an urgent meeting that required his presence. Keitel stood by as well, listening, but saying nothing until he sampled the opinions of the others. As Chief of OKW, Zeitzler spoke first.

“While I cannot say that we are under any pressure in the Kuban, we do have three Korps there, with eleven good German divisions, and then the Rumanian Army. But how much of that can we afford to pull out, which is the only benefit of a renewed alliance with Orenburg? What would stop Volkov from simply switching sides again?”

“A victory,” said Hitler. “Volkov is a dog that wants to run with the hunters. If my Generals show him that they can beat the Soviets, then he will stay at our side.”

“This is why I insisted on a complete withdrawal to the Volga line,” said Ribbentrop. “It is over 600 kilometers from Astrakhan to Rostov, which is the only place Volkov could now threaten if his armies remain where they are. There are few roads, and even if Volkov were to plan treachery, it would take him weeks to advance through the Kalmyk Steppe.

“General Manstein?” Hitler looked to his Field Marshal now, the man principally responsible for holding the entire southern front together.

“Will Orenburg become an active participant in the war, or merely withdraw behind the Volga?” Manstein wanted the details.

“They have agreed to cooperate,” said Ribbentrop, “as long as no German forces are posted within 200 kilometers of Astrakhan, which will force them to defend that region. That is what Volkov appears most interested in—Astrakhan, and the oil facilities he is developing in the North Caspian sector.

“Those eleven divisions would be a great help,” said Manstein. “With two Corps of decent infantry, I could pull Steiner off the line and have a mobile reserve back again for the first time since Kursk. Then, from a military perspective, I would want the bulk of Volkov’s forces now opposing us to move here. He fingered the area of the Don Bend, between Volgograd and the confluence of the River Chir. “The Don is not easily crossed between the Chir and Rostov. That sector can be held with the commitment of the Rumanians. With a couple of Volkov’s armies, and perhaps a single German Korps, we could launch an offensive into the Donbass, using Volgograd as its primary base of supply. That said, it would really be a spoiling attack, a nuisance to the enemy, but an offensive without any real promise of getting anywhere. It would merely force them to strengthen their defenses there, which would leave them fewer reserves to feed the offensives they have undoubtedly planned for the late Autumn and early winter.”

“I propose this,” said Zeitzler. “Let Volkov prove his mettle by organizing such an offensive on his own, and tell him we expect it, as a condition of any agreement. No German divisions go with him. Those we keep, with a garrison at Rostov, another at Maykop and some presence at Novorossiysk. One Korps could hold those areas, perhaps the mountain divisions would be sufficient. We have already managed to extricate the 51st Korps from 6th Army as a reserve. Now we can add in the two line infantry Korps from the Kuban, and we have just built a new army. Let us leave it with Kleist, and bring it to the sector that has been in contention for some months now, the Donets. You are correct, General Manstein, this allows us to pull Steiner off the line, and we have a mailed fist when we need it to blunt any further offensives. Do this, and I do not think they will push us back to the Dnieper this year.”

“Agreed,” said Manstein. “If we do not have to hold a front in the Kuban, we shorten our front, remove a dangerous liability. We can free up Steiner, stabilize the entire front in the south. We should never have attacked Orenburg over the Maykop Oil Fields, and here we finally amend that error. Let us face it—we have plenty of enemies, and very few friends. Volkov may not be entirely reliable, but he would not have made such a proposal unless the Soviets refused to make peace with him. So in this case, the enemy of our enemy, becomes our friend.”

“At least that is encouraging,” said Hitler. “And just when can we expect to take the initiative, and start pushing them back to the Don? When can I expect to be back in Voronezh?”

No one answered that question. Then Manstein spoke. “Have no such illusions,” he said quite directly. “It will only cloud your thinking. This buys us time, and yes, it will stabilize the entire southern wing of the Army. As for further planned offensives, let us be cautious at the outset. Let us build that mobile reserve, counterpunch to foil their offensive plans, and then, this winter, we can refit our Panzers with new production, and be ready in the spring of 1944.”

“We wait that long before attacking?” Hitler looked at him.

“My Führer, when I said we must be ready, I was not thinking of offensive operations. I meant be ready for them when they come for us in the spring, as they surely will. What we decide here changes the balance slightly, and I think it again gives us parity with the Red Army, at least from an operational perspective. But do not believe that we are in any way capable of launching major offensives that will go anywhere. I must tell you that we will never see the Don again, and we will be fortunate if we could push them back over the Donets. Realistically, the best we can do now is stop them when they come, frustrate them, wear them down. Frankly, when Operation Untergang
 was finally cancelled, I was very relieved. I did not believe it would have any more success than the Zitadelle
 offensive.”

“I see…” Hitler was in no way happy to hear such talk, but even he had been sobered by the fall of Italy, and now the Allied invasion of Southern France was going to become a major magnet for any reserves Germany could produce in the short run. This move made political, economic and military sense, and so he looked at Ribbentrop.

“Mister Foreign Minister, go back to the representatives from Orenburg and tell them we agree to this proposal, and accept a cease fire, and more—an alliance again with the Orenburg Federation, on the conditions we have discussed here. If they agree, then I leave it to you gentlemen to do what is best with the troops we now have in the Kuban. Just remember that Maykop is to be held, Volkov is to retire behind the Volga, and I will expect our engineers to be given free and unfettered access to Baku, and find the facilities there in working order when they arrive. Understood? That is all.”






 


Chapter 2


 


The
 cocktail served up by Molotov had been quite unpalatable for Ivan Volkov, a poison he simply would not drink. He had therefore done the only other thing he could do, and reluctantly returned to Hitler’s beleaguered Axis, even if he knew it was doomed. Things the Soviet Army had “planned” for the late summer and autumn of 1943 were on a much grander scale than Hitler, Volkov, or even Manstein imagined.

It was to be called the September Offensive, and it would not come in just one sector of the line as the Germans believed. Zhukov’s strategy now would be to strike in multiple locations, aiming to put as much pressure on the Wehrmacht
 as possible before the cold winter returned.

“It will be our plan to reach the Dnieper before this year ends,” he told Kirov. “Yet to do so, it will be necessary to move Steiner.”

“And just how do you propose to do that?” asked Kirov, looking just a little greyer, but still strong and hardy, a full chested man, strongly built.

“Quite simply, by attacking somewhere else. The Allied opening of a real second Front in France was the decisive blow this summer. Forsaking Northern Italy and the Balkans, they have finally taken their war effort to the place that truly matters, France. This attack was not even picked up by your network, Berzin, which is most surprising.”

“It may comfort you to know that I am not infallible,” said Berzin.

“Yes, quite so. Now, this situation with Volkov really changes nothing. He would have been of no use to us, nor will he really pose any threat in the east.”

“Are you certain?” asked Kirov. “He can now concentrate everything near Volgograd.”

“Yes, and he will do so and then try to cobble together another offensive, but we will stop him. The real effect of the peace he makes with Hitler is that the Germans will now free up two more infantry Corps, and I know just what they will do with them, even without asking Berzin here.” Zhukov smiled. “They will reinforce the front of the middle Don, near Poltava, because that is where our strongest forces are now concentrated. Steiner is there, and they will soon need him somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else?”

“Precisely. We will move Steiner by attacking somewhere else, and there he must certainly go. STAVKA has now come to the opinion that the enemy will not launch this Operation Untergang
 that Berzin’s network uncovered. They kept strong units south of the Dvina River for many months, but these Allied moves into France have changed everything. Hitler must now defend along an entirely new front, and one that extends some 400 miles across Southern France. So they will now do everything possible to find the troops required to man that front and make a credible defense.”

“Yes,” said Berzin. “In this I can now report that all the new SS divisions Himmler has been organizing are now returning to France. Furthermore, divisions that had been withdrawn to Germany for refitting are all getting orders to move to the West. Kesselring has withdrawn from Southern Italy and re-established a new defensive front in the north. Two Panzer divisions, the 26th and the Herman Goring Division, have now been removed from his command and sent to France via Grenoble.”

“You see?” said Zhukov. “They are looking through every drawer in the bedroom for a pair of new socks. Everything they are now doing will be aimed at generating sufficient reserves to address this crisis in the West. So now it is time to give them a new crisis in the east, and in multiple locations. First off, we will take Vitebsk in the north, and then continue to push strongly for Smolensk. This attack will be aided by smaller offensives closer to Moscow on that front, intended primarily to pull in any mobile reserves they have and fix them in position on the line.”

“You wish to make Smolensk our principle objective now?”

“One objective. The second big offensive will be aimed at Bryansk. We tried them there in the spring, and they did not like it, so we will strike them there again. I intend to open an offensive all along the front from Serpukhov, and south to Orel, with the strongest push in that region, aimed at Bryansk. Then we move in a new army, generously provided to us by Vladimir Karpov, the 2nd Siberian Guard. After the Bryansk offensive pulls in their armored divisions, that army goes to Plavsk and renews the offensive from that axis, aimed at Kirov. Gentlemen, we are going to rip the entire front open from Orel to Serpukhov, and I do not have to be a prophet to tell you where Steiner will soon be moving. Once he does move to stop these offensives, we renew the drive for the Dnieper.”

“Excellent,” said Kirov, beginning to feel like he finally had a grip on the back of his enemy’s neck. Yes, Volkov would be no more trouble than he ever was, he thought. Hitler will welcome him back, but things are different now. We can beat the two of them together. I can feel it. The dark days are over. That terrible moment in Moscow when Berzin was all that stood between me and my enemies… the desperate flight through the underground, that cold train ride, watching Moscow burn behind us as we fled north…. That is over now. We come for Bryansk again, and the city they gave my name. Then, soon, we come for Moscow, and pry it from the cold bony hands of the Führer. After that, no hostile force will ever set foot there again.

“What about the Donets Basin?” he asked, looking at the map.

“We will continue to establish bridgeheads, and keep up modest pressure there, but that will come to us by indirect means. Once we renew the Drive for the Dnieper, their positions there will be fatally compromised. For now, we go after the things they took from us in 1941. Then, we go after everything they took from us in 1942. Before year’s end, they will know their war here is a lost cause, if they do not already know that. Hitler’s days are numbered.”

 

* * *

 

 The attack in the north, at Vitebsk, kicked off precisely on schedule, at 04:00 on the 10th of September. The Daugava River snaked its way through that city, and the Russians had held on to everything north of that river. Now they crossed in force, an operation involving three armies. 5th Army would cross east of the city, attacking the infantry divisions of 1st Korps, in the German 18th Army. 11th Guards was in the Center, making the crossing within the city itself, and 42nd Army was on the west against the 28th Korps of 16th Army. The city was right on the boundary between the German 16th and 18th Armies, and ironically, it had been an initial objective of the old Untergang
 plan.

Whether this attack could reach Smolensk was not the question. It’s principle aim was to pose a strong enough threat to that city to force the Germans to commit the mobile divisions they had placed along the Northern Front, and keep them engaged. Every mile gained by the offensive took the Russians closer to the vital road and rail lines that ran from the principle German supply base at Minsk, through Orsha, Smolensk, Vyaz’ma, and on to Moscow.

Neither German infantry Korps could hold, and as the city fell on the 12th of September, the 6th Tank Corps was sent to push down the road to Smolensk. It was not long before the Germans pulled both 8th and 18th Panzer Divisions from the forces Hitler was still stubbornly holding for Untergang
 , even though he had reluctantly cancelled the third start date for that operation when the Allies attacked in southern France. It would take those two Panzer Divisions, and the SS Nordland Division sent from the Kharkov sector, to stop that attack.

The thunder emerging from the Orel sector was far more ominous. Rokossovsky commanded the Bryansk Front, and he would throw Zadov’s 5th Guard Army in the north, Romanenko’s 48th Army in the center, and Pukov’s 13th Army in the south against a single German Korps. 45th Panzer Korps had been deployed there, with the 14th and 20th Motorized Divisions, and the 112th and 156th Infantry Divisions. It was split right in two as the attack smashed through to reach Naryshkino on the first day, prompting the only local reserve, 12th Panzer, to move in support.

That would not be enough, and by the 14th, this offensive had become a veritable steamroller, driving all the way to Karachev, another 50 kilometers. The Soviets were already half way to Bryansk in a matter of days, and this set OKW into a near panic. Everyone thought the Russians would renew their drive on the Dnieper, and this axis of attack was not expected.

“When things get too quiet,” said Zeitzler, “I always get nervous. Yet it was only a matter of time before we would see action in the northern front sector. That we can stop. The reserves amassed for Untergang
 should be more than enough to do the job, but this attack towards Bryansk is serious.”

“It is clearly the main offensive,” said Manstein, who had come to visit OKW a few days after his meeting with the Führer.

“You have become quite the storm crow,” said Keitel. “Every time you appear here, we get a new crisis.”

“At least this one is not directed at Armeegruppe
 South,” said Manstein. “This time it is Kluge’s problem, which can only mean it will soon be my problem.”

“The Volkov accord comes in handy now,” said Zeitzler. “We can pull two thirds of Kleist’s 1st Army out of the Caucasus, and guess what, Herr Manstein, they will all go to you.”

“To me? Won’t they be needed at Bryansk?”

“Of course, but it will take more than infantry to stop this attack. So my plan is that they will now relieve Steiner, and he will join other reserves we have moved from the Middle East to prepare a strong counterattack.”

“You see?” said Manstein with a wan grin, “I told you this would soon be my problem.”

“It can’t be helped,” said Zeitzler. “Given the scale of this attack, it will need some cold steel to remedy the situation. So I am moving Ott and Schwedler by rail to relieve Steiner, and the SS go to the Bryansk operation.

Manstein had real misgivings about that. He knew that once he lost control of Steiner’s Korps, getting it back might not be easy. “You realize that without Steiner my only remaining mobile force is already committed west of Izyum?”

“You will still have Knobelsdorff with 6th and 11th Panzer.”

“Well, he is a fine commander, but those divisions were all I had to backstop the entire front north of Kharkov.”

“We will also leave you KG Deckard’s Schwerepanzers
 .”

“So, you have taken my wallet, but you will let me keep my ring? Big of you. This removes 50% of my mobile divisions. Have we seen any reduction in the enemy strength assigned to my front?”

“Thankfully, yes,” said Zeitzler, “though I do not know whether that is a blessing or a curse. They moved all the mobile formations behind 3rd Guards Army to the rail lines, but we do not yet know where they are headed.”

Manstein thought about that. 3rd Guards Army had been pushing directly for Kharkov itself, and attempting a close envelopment north of the city. Knobelsdorff had send 3rd Panzergrenadier Division there to stop that attack, and then it ended, as soon as it began. Now the three strong tank and mechanized corps behind that army were going somewhere else. Interesting… If the enemy reinforced their Bryansk offensive, then Steiner’s move there was mandatory. But what if they went somewhere else?

“Leave me one division,” he said to Zeitzler, and his tone was more of a demand than it was a request. “Grossdeutschland
 is not SS, and was never meant to be a permanent addition to Steiner’s Korps. Leave it with me, and I will then at least have something at Poltava. Do not expect Kleist’s infantry to do the job that Steiner had to do with our five strongest divisions. I need something in reserve.”

“Very well, Grossdeutschland
 remains at Poltava.” Zeitzler gave him a grim look. “Let us hope that the enemy does not have the strength to make this attack at Bryansk, and also renew the offensive against your army group. Because if they do, then we will see if you really are a miracle worker. And I will do one thing more. This enemy offensive comes at the seam between 2nd and 9th Armies. I think it best if you take over a part of that front now.”

“In exchange for Steiner… Very well. That makes sense, though I certainly get the short end of the bargain.”

“I will see that the orders go out immediately.”

Manstein would fly back to his headquarters at Dnepropetrovsk with a heavy heart, feeling like a man who had just been robbed. His faithful dachshund, “Knirps” was waiting there for him, raising a paw in salute when he arrived. He knelt and took the dog’s paw, smiling.

“My Aide, Stahlberg, taught you that, didn’t he,”
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 he said, lavishing affection on the animal. “A nice little salute to the Führer. Yes, we must all salute that man, but for how much longer? Things will likely get much worse here soon, and I will need you, my old faithful hound. At least they cannot take you
 away.”

 His other faithful hound, Steiner, had been at his beck and call for a long year, the premier fighting Korps in the entire army. Yet he still had good strength. He now commanded 1st, 2nd, 4th, and 6th Armies, with a number of other ad hoc groups under Hollidt, Fetter-Pico and Kempf. He had finally received the eight infantry divisions the Führer had promised him so long ago, and by the means he had argued, by ending the useless quarrel in the Kuban. Yet now his strongest pieces were being moved off to other squares on the board.

He still had Hoth, his most able commander, Knobelsdorff’s 48th Panzerkorps with 6th and 11th Panzers, and 3rd Panzergrenadier Division. And in the south, he had Kirchner’s 57th Panzer Korps, with 17th Panzer, the newly arrived 16th Panzer from Syria, and 29th Motorized. Grossdeutschland
 was his last and only heavy piece, and he was gratified that Zeitzler had seen the need.

Now, he thought, we’ll soon see just what Zhukov is up to. We are not without resources, in spite of the opening of this new front in France. Can you imagine what I could have done with all those troops being sent there? If I had Himmler’s new SS Korps, and the Brandenburgers
 , and all Guderian’s troops, my god, I could raise hell. I think this Allied attack into France is premature, but it will nonetheless represent a major drain on our strength. I give us three months before we know the real score here. If we can stop these autumn offensives, and if the winter is as bad this year as it was the last two years, then we might have the time we need to maintain parity with the enemy.

The Allies were very clever. We all thought they would cross the Channel to invade France—indeed, that is undoubtedly what Hitler still believes. He refuses to touch 7th or 15th Armies, which makes it all the more difficult for Rommel in the south. Now he will be crying for infantry, so better for me if I get Kleist cemented into my lines as quickly as possible. Now that Hitler has finally called off Untergang
 , we may have a chance. Yet it was only because he so stubbornly held on to those forces that we now have them as a major reserve reservoir. Frankly, in spite of our many setbacks, we are as strong now as we have ever been. It is only that our enemies were so much weaker in the early years of the war. Now we begin to see them up on their feet, with fists clenched and ready for the fight ahead.

These next few months will be the heart of the matter. It is going to be brutal, the dark heart of this terrible war. Whoever wins this round will win the war, and with this new Bryansk offensive, we have just heard the opening bell.






 


Chapter 3


 


The
 three mobile formations behind 3rd Guards went north to Orel, forming what Zhukov now called the 3rd Shock Group, with two mech and one tank corps. When they disembarked and assembled to join the offensive, they would not go west towards Bryansk. Instead, they went north, around the left flank of 5th Guard Army, which had been battling 45th Panzerkorps. All but one of its divisions was north of Orel, and this move now made their position completely untenable.

Jauer’s 20th Motorized Division was bypassed on his right, and there was not another German unit for 30 kilometers to the west, where 12th Panzer was embroiled in a thickening battle in the woodlands. The enemy had exploited the one big hole in the German line with this quick infusion of fast mobile units, and it was going to cause a major headache.

Model’s 9th Army was under the most pressure, fending off one attack in the north near Serpukhov, and now bearing the brunt of this new push north from Orel. Yet he was tireless, moving from one point of the front to another, adjusting his lines and maintaining a stable line of resistance. Since the enemy attack had cut right between his army and that of 2nd Army to the south, the latter army was reassigned to Manstein as Kluge now took nominal command of Steiner’s SS Korps.

Model’s woes were yet to come. The 2nd Siberian Guards had arrived by rail at Gorbachevo, northeast of Orel, and they were now going to join the assault. But the Germans had not been idle all this time. While it was not easy to move a heavy Korps like Steiner’s, they had finally finished the job. Kleist came up with his infantry on the trains, relieved the SS units, which then went right back to board those same trains for the journey north.


Leibstandarte
 and the Wiking
 Division were the first to arrive marshaling at a small railway town called Komarichi. And then taking the road through another farming hamlet called Orlovsky. Behind them would come Totenkopf
 , and finally Das Reich
 , all intended to assemble around Orlovsky. Little did they know, that far away, in 1908 something was happening that might see many more towns bear that name.

Steiner was planning a classic German counterattack, aimed at the southern base of the penetration achieved by the enemy offensive. He would attack through the lines of 12th Infantry Korps, and go for Orel, which was the forward supply base feeding this push for Bryansk. He just needed one more day for Das Reich
 to get into position, and then he would have four strong divisions to put into the operation.

While he waited, assembling his lead three divisions abreast for the main wave of the attack, 3rd Operational Group was attacking with virtually no opposition, seeping into the light woodlands south and west of Kirov. All this time, the city was completely undefended, until Himmler, chafing with his new SS Division Feldherrnhalle
 , finally got rolling stock to get it moving to Kirov.

Himmler had initially formed the division in France from burned out remnants of other units on the Ostfront
 , and volunteers. It was a heavy motorized division, with one regiment of Fusiliers, one of Grenadiers, recon elements, a Sturm battalion and artillery. Generalleutnant Otto Kohlermann commanded the new division, and Himmler had slipped it into the order of battle for Operation Untergang
 , intending it to operate with the 4th SS Polizei
 Division, and the Nordland
 SS Panzer Division as his II SS Panzerkorps. When both those last two divisions were sent to Manstein, Feldherrnhalle
 was left as the last spider in the jar behind Armeegruppe
 Nord.

All three divisions were parceled out to separate locations, which irritated the SS master to no end. He had taken personal credit for much of what Steiner had accomplished in the war, and expected great things of his two new SS Korps. One was in France fighting the Allies, and this one was scattered. In his mind, he wanted these new divisions assembled into one new Korps.

Something had to be sent to Kirov, and his Feldherrnhalle
 Division had been the first to board the trains. Yet he secretly began to make arrangements to collect the other divisions there at Kirov, and see his vision of a new “Steiner” on the board. There were still two Wehrmacht Panzer divisions uncommitted from Armeegruppe Nord
 , the 19th and 20th Panzers. He wanted them sent to relieve the SS units Zeitzler had sent off, and then he could collect all his new toy soldiers together in one box.

Bristling that the Army would presume to command his elite SS troops, Himmler went so far as to personally drive to the local commanders of those two Panzer divisions and order them to do what he wished. Tit for tat. If Zeitzler was going to move his units without his permission, then he would do the same. When General Heinrici complained that those were his last mobile reserves for 16th Army, Himmler dismissed him.

“Do you like your new posting to 23 Korps? Keep complaining, and I will see you sent down to division level. Understand?” As he had just seen the spymaster Canaris hanged, Himmler could be quite persuasive.

SS Intelligence had informed him of the dramatic and dangerous breakthrough achieved by the Soviets in the Bryansk sector. Now he looked for a suitable place to send his legions, and one where he could again win the admiration of the Führer for his timely intervention. So he ordered the Feldherrnhalle
 Division to the city of Kirov, and immediately sent similar orders to both the SS Polizei
 Division and SS Nordland
 , which had been moved to the Smolensk sector. He could no longer call on the services of the Reichsführer
 Division, which had returned to Germany, and would undoubtedly be sent to France, but the remaining three units on the Ostfront
 would at least build him a new Korps. He knew just what he would do with it—save the city of Kirov, which was now completely undefended.

Satisfied with his arrangements, he got into his staff car to be taken to the nearest airfield, where he commandeered a flight of FW-190’s to escort his plane. He would now go to OKW, and arrive at the height of the crisis to present his gift to the Führer, much to the amazement of Zeitzler.

“You gave these orders?” Zeitzler was dumfounded.

“Someone had to straighten the situation out,” said Himmler.

“Well, I must remind you that movement of troops, allocation of rolling stock, and assignment of available reserves are the province of this headquarters. It is unconscionable that you would operate as if you were head of an independent command, and I certainly hope you are under no such illusion.”

“Herr General,” said Himmler, his feathers not the slightest bit ruffled. “Let me remind you
 of a few things before you presume to lecture me. The S.A., and then the SS, stood by the Führer from the very beginning, not the Wehrmacht. It is the SS you look to whenever there is a crisis you cannot master, first here, now in France as well, where my 3rd SS Panzerkorps has arrived to stabilize that front. Were it not for my diligence in building these divisions, I cannot imagine what a mess you would have made with your deliberations here. Now who is it coming to the rescue yet again? It is Steiner’s veteran SS Korps, and my 2nd SS Korps poised at Kirov to join the fray, at just the precise time to make all the difference. My troops have been the only thing standing between chaos and utter defeat, restoring order time and time again.”

“Your troops? These divisions are not yours, Herr Himmler; not by any means. They belong to Germany, and this headquarters is empowered to command them, not you. Concern yourself with your troublesome investigations and frenetic report writing, and leave military matters to those who know better.”

“Report writing? Oh, rest assured, General Zeitzler, I will have a good amount to write concerning you. I trust you are aware of the debacle in the West due to the failure of the Army’s intelligence services? It was Canaris, and his back-stabbing duplicity, that allowed the Allies to stage and execute this stunning invasion of Southern France—and right under your incompetent nose! I will make it a point to look into your role in all of this, and very closely.”

“Fine,” said Zeitzler, “and perhaps you would care to search my personal quarters—collect my under shorts for your inspection? Do not think you can frighten me with your meddling. For the last time, I demand that you remove yourself from the chain of command. You were never so empowered, and you are not to issue orders to any unit in the field—those of the Wehrmacht
 or your cherished SS troops. Understand?”

Himmler gave him that cold, unfeeling smile. “Do you know what Speer said when you were first appointed here to replace Halder? He said that he wanted a man that did not go off and brood on the Führer’s orders, but one who would energetically see to carrying them out. Look at your maps! Six months ago, we were in Volgograd and Voronezh, and again, largely because of Steiner’s SS. Now we have had to make peace with that dog Volkov just to find the means to survive here, and all of this, Herr General, was your doing—the machinations of a man who presumes to know better. Therefore, it is fair to say that these disasters on the Ostfront
 are your responsibility as well. We shall see what the Führer says about all of this. In the meantime, I have just saved the city named after that rascal we chased out of the Kremlin, and it is Steiner who will now launch the counterattack that might possibly save what is left of your reputation. Good day!”

Himmler turned and strode away, as if he had had more than enough of an upstart subordinate, and in no way acknowledging Zeitzler’s authority as head of OKW. The letter W stood for Wehrmacht
 , and Himmler was chief of the SS, so nothing Zeitzler said made any impression on him whatsoever, and he would now go directly to Steiner’s headquarters at Orlovsky to assess the situation on the ground.

Enraged, Zeitzler tried to master his temper. “The impudence of that man!” he said hotly to Jodl. “Alright, what are we looking at now?” He composed himself, leaning over the map.

“As you can see,” said Keitel, “General Model has all the trouble this time around. The Soviets broke through northwest of Zamenskoye, and their mechanized units have begun to exploit into the rear areas. Model’s 9th Army, including 45th Panzer Korps, is stretched out from Bolkov and all the way north to Kaluga—but the Soviets got over the river at Aleksin, and they have quickly moved east. Kaluga fell this morning.”

“That cuts the rail line between Kirov and Moscow,” said Zeitzler.

“Correct, and now we see why they pushed so hard for Smolensk again. If they cut that rail line, then Moscow gets no service by rail this winter, and I do not have to spell out the implications of that. That is what all these attacks along the northern front are aimed at. They are within 15 kilometers of that rail line at Mozhaysk, and now within 25 kilometers further southwest between Orsha and Smolensk.”

“They also wanted to pull all our teeth,” said Zeitzler. Those attacks sucked in all the mobile reserves left from the Untergang
 concentration, and this Himmler has now been moving them about without our knowledge or consent! I intend to demand that he be forbidden to issue any direct orders to field units from this day forward. It is either that, or I will resign my command here immediately, and I expect that you will both support me in this. I am certain Manstein would agree that this cannot be permitted.”

“Agreed,” said Jodl, “but be cautious. You have just made a very dangerous enemy with Himmler. Taking any direct action against him would not be good for your health. In the meantime, what do we do with Model?”

“You know what Hitler will order when he gets here. He will tell him he must stand fast, and Model will do so. When he sets his mind to it, he cannot be moved. But by god, the Russians are already behind him! If they have Kaluga, they can simply move southwest along this rail line.”

“We had a report this morning that a mechanize brigade just moved into Sukininsk from the south,” said Keitel, “and that cuts the rail line between Model and the city of Kirov. He is, in effect, already isolated, at least from strategic supply deliveries.”

Zeitzler shook his head, still bristling from Himmler’s interference. “You see? They don’t want Kirov—they want Model. They are getting smarter now. It isn’t a battle for cities any longer. They want to destroy our forces in the field. After that, they can take the cities at their leisure. As much as I hate to admit it, everything depends on Steiner again—the SS. His attack must unhinge this enemy offensive, and then we can restore order once they see they are being cut off.”

“You must also admit that these other SS units arriving at Kirov will be in a very good position.”

“Yes, yes, don’t remind me of that. What is there now?”

“This new Feldherrnhalle
 Division.”

“Raw recruits,” said Zeitzler dismissively. “We could have had 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions there instead, but Himmler ordered them to relieve his other SS formations. Outrageous!”

“We will have to use them,” said Jodl. “What else can we do?”

“First off, this enemy attack north of Mozhaysk has no real strength. Yes, it intends to take that city, and cut the rail line to Moscow, but that will only be temporary if they succeed. We will open that line later if necessary. So move 13th Panzer Division out of there, south through Obinsk and on to Detchino. That should help cover Model’s back. Then, send a message to Manstein. Tell him I want him to assemble a strong mobile korps at once.”

“What? We have just traded him eight infantry divisions for Steiner. He won’t like that one bit.”

“But he will understand why it must be done. When his front was under assault, we did everything possible to assist him. Now he must reciprocate.”

“That will not leave us anything to backstop his lines.”

“It will only be temporary. I left him the Grossdeutschland
 Division, and he still has Balck’s 11th Panzer in reserve. Give them to Knobelsdorff. That will make a good start. Let us move them in to support Steiner, and feed any fire he gets started with his counterattack. This could get very interesting. And one last thing… Hitler will be here within the hour. Get me another map. The less he sees, the better.”

Zeitzler had been playing a dangerous game with the Führer, keeping two sets of maps. One showed the actual positions of units from the latest field updates, the other was much kinder when it drew the lines, to minimize the impact of a severe setback. If necessary, Zeitzler could always present the real map if he needed to shock Hitler into taking a course of action he wanted, but he had learned that shocks to the Führer were also not good for his health.

Zitadelle was stopped, and Manstein only barely managed to save Kharkov and prevent a breakthrough to the Dnieper in the summer. Now look at this autumn offensive, in an entirely new direction. I can see more in this than Hitler might wish to see. This winter, they want Moscow….
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“
 Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt.”



 



—
 Sun Tzu:
 The Art of War
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On
 the 9th of September 3rd Guard Mech Brigade of the 3rd Guard Tank Corps pushed through the heavy woodland southwest of the city of Kirov and saw the tall slate grey cinderblock buildings of its ragged skyline. The place had already been the scene of much fighting, when the “Kirov Pocket” had held for months in late 1941 as the German Army drove on Moscow. Now, two years later, the Red Army had returned. It was not yet there in force. Another tank brigade, the 19th Guards, was coming up from the south, and some lighter recon elements had maneuvered to cut the rail line between Kirov and Bryansk. 35th Guard Tank Brigade had reached the fortified town of Shaykovka to the north, finding its squat grey bunkers empty and the whole town abandoned.

Most of the fortifications around the city had been built in an arc to the west, the direction the Germans came from two years earlier. Now the only obstacle inhibiting the Soviet advance from the east was the heavy woodland. Yet in the city itself, the dark uniformed soldiers of Himmler’s Feldhernnhalle
 Division had only just arrived there by rail some hours ago. Its brothers in arms were hastening to that same place, the 4th SS Polizei
 right behind them on the trains coming from Roslaval, and the Nordland
 SS Division was coming by road, the best of this group after its baptism of fire near Kharkov.

Eager to prove itself, with Himmler close at hand to observe the situation, the men of the Feldhernnhalle
 Division launched themselves into an immediate counterattack, and the bear would soon learn it had stuck its paw into a hornet’s nest.

The Russian troops were all part of the 3rd Operational Group that had exploited the big breakthrough west of Bryansk. Two Corps. Vovchenko’s 3rd Guard Tank and 3rd Mech under Kirovshein, had swung northwest towards Kirov, the last, Obukov’s 3rd Guard Mech, had swung northeast to envelop Model’s 9th Army.

The situation actually looked much worse than it was when viewed on a map, for it was only these three mobile formations that had managed to penetrate. Thus far, none of the stalwart rifle divisions had been able to follow them into the gap, and that had largely been due to Kluge’s response—Steiner. His four divisions were now pushing hard for Orel, hoping to cut this big offensive off at the base. They had smashed through the lines of 13th Army, and then, just as it seemed the way to Orel was open, up came not one, but two additional Soviet armies, the 5th Guards under Zadov, and the 70th under Galanin.

That massive infusion of reinforcements sealed the breach and started a counterattack, and these were the troops that had been ready to follow 3rd Operational Group. Behind them, all the AT regiments of both armies were digging in a third defensive line in an arc around Orel. The Soviets had learned that it was necessary to defend in great depth against a German attack, particularly if they did not have strong mobile reserves at hand, as was the case here. These were largely infantry armies, but they had a lot of artillery and AT resources, and Steiner’s four SS divisions were now opposed by three of them, at least fifteen divisions in and around the point of contact between the two sides.

So while Steiner’s attack had done much to unhinge Soviet plans for this big offensive, is was not going to reach Orel any more than the German offensive towards Kursk in the summer could reach that city. All things considered, the Soviet exploitation through the breech had been relatively weak thus far, and while it looked as though Model’s 9th Army was being encircled, the enemy lines behind him were thin and very porous. Now it remained to be seen whether the Germans could muster sufficient forces to clean up that mess and restore the front.

The movement of 13th Panzer Division into the fluid sector north of Model’s 9th Army at Detchino had put the Soviets on notice. The found elements of Popov’s 5th Guard Mech Corps, widely scattered in their effort to expand the exploitation north of the pocket, and the Germans began to make sharp, pointed counterattacks against these isolated regiments and battalions. This was the powerful new corps that had been built by Mikhail Katukov, with three brigades equipped with his revolutionary new BMPs. They had been the troops that broke through to Kaluga, and now Popov summoned his brigades to that city to muster forces against 13th Panzer to the north.

But 13th Panzer was a mere distraction. The German forces mustering to the west of the breakthrough zone were the real threat. It was there that Zeitzler had sent the mobile forces Manstein had again reluctantly yielded, von Knobelsdorff’s 48th Panzerkorps. Westhoven’s 3rd Panzer had been the first to arrive, and it was soon reinforced when Balck’s elite 11th Panzer moved through Bryansk to the northwest. Now Hunersdorff’s 6th Panzer was arriving to give the Germans a real hammer with those three veteran divisions. They were already driving into the neck of the Soviet breakthrough that had exploited towards Kirov, where Himmler’s SS Korps had covered that city well, and were now counterattacking.

Balck was ingle minded on offense, and began increasing the pressure of his attack, pushing towards the village of Milyevo, and towards Model. The neck of the breakthrough was some 30 kilometers wide, and he wanted to choke it off, isolating everything that had passed through.

To the south, Steiner’s legions continued their unrelenting counterattack, and in spite of the heavy defenses put against it by the Soviets, they continued to make slow progress towards Orel. It was at this point that General Zhukov summoned Rokossovsky, Vatutin and Konev to his headquarters to assess the situation.

“We now have three strong enemy mobile grouping making counterattacks,” he said, “and we have learned enough to know this represents a credible threat. Their 9th Army accepted envelopment instead of retreating, which is what we hoped, but the counterattack by Steiner in the south had pulled in all our infantry reserves. Therefore, we have not been able to reinforce the exploitation achieved by our mobile groups on either side of Model. Opinions?”

“Most of their reserves have concentrated against the southern breakthrough,” said Rokossovsky. “That is where the danger is now. If I had another Army at Tula, we could really push the northern breakthrough, and threaten to cut off all their forces around Moscow.”

“Reserves are slim,” said Zhukov. “All I have is 69th Army from Konev’s front. I was held to prevent Volkov from breaking through in the Volga sector.”

“That front is stable,” said Konev. “I can release the 69th Army without any concern.”

“Ver well, then should it go to Tula? What do you say, General Vatutin?”

“Steiner is fighting hard. Our casualties have been very heavy, largely because we have few tanks there to oppose him. As yet, the line is holding, and there is no real threat to Orel, I am more concerned about the southern breakthrough zone. Their 48th Tank Army is very strong, and it will close that zone unless I can get strong reinforcements to prevent that, and very soon. Sending that army to Tula presumes we can continue offensive operations as Rokossovsky suggests, but I doubt that would be wise at this point. I believe we should consolidate. We are trying to do too much, with several corps out near Kirov, and a good breakthrough north of Model that has nowhere to go.”

“Agreed,” said Zhukov. ‘We will not get Kirov with the few corps that moved in that direction, so I believe we should pull them out, before they are heavily engaged by the new SS troops that arrived in that sector.”

“Where do they go?” asked Vatutin. “Back through the Breakthrough Zone?”

“No,” said Zhukov. “I still like what General Rokossovsky suggests. Pull them back through the rail junction at Sukhinsk.”

“Then they will be able to link up their 48th Tank Army with the SS troops at Kirov.”

“Yes, and they will close the southern breakthrough zone, and push to link up with Model. That is of no immediate concern, because we do not yet have the strength to destroy Model’s forces. However, the fact that we put him into a pocket has produced a predictable reaction from the Germans. They will do everything possible to break through and relieve him. In the meantime, we can move the 69th Army through Tula to Alexin, and reinforce the breakthrough north of Model.”

“69th Army will have very limited offensive potential,” said Vatutin.

“True, but we fought hard to cut the rail lines at Kaluga, and we should hold that. All the rail lines from Bryansk and Kirov pass through that city. It is a strategic choke point, and holding it is a hand on the throat of all their forces around Moscow. We may not yet have the strength to fully isolate the capitol, but efforts to cut the lines running through Orsha and Smolensk will continue. If we do so, then we get a hand on the back of their neck, and we can really start squeezing. That is our goal. We want to hinder their logistical net before winter sets in—squeeze off supplies to all the forces around Moscow. So while they busy themselves trying to rescue Model, we should do everything possible to achieve this. Do you agree, General Vatutin?”

“As I seen no further prospects for the offensive on my front, I concur.”

“Very well, then you will be tasked with holding Kaluga, General Rokossovsky. I will order all mobile forces in the Kirov sector to move in that direction. One thing more—Katukov’s 1st Tank Army. He still has 29th and 31st tank Corps near Sumy. I suppose he could renew offensive operations there, as they have moved their 48th Tank Army from that sector. However, I am more inclined to pull him out and create at least one good mobile reserve. Any objections?”

“Any attack from his present location cannot be supported,” said Vautin. “Therefore, I agree with this proposal.”

“Then it will be so ordered.” Zhukov folded his arms. “Autumn Wind
 has been a very great success. Next comes General Winter. Let us see what we can make of this breakthrough north of Model, and then meet again to determine whether or not we should suspend offensive operations and consolidate to make preparations to receive him. Once he is in our camp, then we can plan our winter offensive.”

The movement of the 69th Army was carried out with the precision that the Soviets had worked so hard to develop by this time in the war. It passed through Tula on the night of September 11th, and by dawn the following morning, it was assembling near Aleksin relieve part of Cherdnovsky’s 60th Army, which had been holding that key bridge over the river. Those troops would then go south against the pocket holding Model.

When the Russians pulled out their mechanized units near Kirov, Himmler was delighted, thinking his new SS Korps had put them to rout. We watched the map updates eagerly, noting the steady advance of his troops, and assured now that if it came to an argument with Zeitzler in front of the Fuhrer, he would prevail over the doddering OKW Chief. Feldhernnhalle
 Division swung well to the north until it reached the main road from Roslaval to Moscow. 4th SS Polizei
 was just to the south, taking the rail junction town of Sukhininsk. Then the Nordland
 SS Division moved through Krasnogorye to take up a position just north of the 48th Panzerkorps.

To the Germans, it seemed that their counteroffensive had been a complete success. They had, in effect, successfully protected Bryansk and Kirov, then completely eliminated the southern breakthrough, and then pushed through to Model’s 9th Army. Yet what they had achieved had been given to them by the Soviets, albeit reluctantly, and the damage that southern breakthrough had caused to the rail net was extensive. The next day, the Germans would be solidifying their lines in that area, and sealing off what they were now calling the “Orel Bulge,” a 60 to 70 kilometer dent in the front extending from the two base cities of Orel and Mtsensk.

Steiner’s veteran SS Korps was still slowly cutting through the mass of infantry at the base of that bulge, pressing towards Orel. Knobelsdorff 48th Panzerkorps
 now also absorbed the 4th and 12th Panzer Divisions, making it the size and strength of a Panzerarmee
 to the north of Steiner’s position. These were undoubtedly the very best troops the Germans had in the east, and Vatutin would soon come to think he had spoken too soon when he told Zhukov Orel would be held. The maneuvers made by the Russians had brought all these strong mobile divisions together on the western edge of the Orel Bulge, and that could soon become a problem.

When Hitler reached OKW, Zeitzler was pleased that he could show him the much improved situation map. “Look at Model,” said Hitler. “He stood like a rock and did not lose his nerve. Not once did I hear him whining to me that he needed to withdraw to positions in the rear to save his Army. No, he held firm, unflinching, and because of that, it appears we will defeat this enemy offensive. My other Generals should take a lesson.” He wagged a finger at all the medals on the chests of the men around him.

“And look at Himmler’s SS!” Hitler pointed at the map, indicating the dramatic advances made by the II SS Korps as the Russians withdrew to defend Kaluga. “Without those troops the war would be lost. Once again, Himmler answers the call when it is most needed.”

All Zeitzler could do was stare at the map, his jaw tight. Lips pursed and the edge on an inner anger welling up within him.






 


Chapter 5


 

The Autumn Wind
 was blowing cold that day as Zhukov sought to move reinforcements in to hold the key objectives they had fought for. As he had many times before, he would call upon General Mikhail Katukov, sending his 29th and 31st Tank Corps up to join 5th Guard Mech, the same unit that he had worked so hard to create. By now, they had perhaps only 70% of their original strength, and as revolutionary as that new BMP was, it was not invulnerable. It had functioned as a superb mechanized infantry carrier, perfect for the role it was designed to undertake—exploitation of a breakthrough. Once the corps had done that, its tank support was limited, which was why it functioned best when operating with other tanks corps within a larger army.

Unfortunately, the 29th and 31st Tank Corps would never rejoin their comrade 5th Guard Mech. Steiner’s attack toward Orel had been so unremitting, that he had systematically ground his way through the lines of 13th and 70th armies. Zhukov thought the commitment of Zhadov’s 5th Guard Army would be enough to stop the Germans, but it was also slowly being forced back, Steiner was like a buzz saw cutting through heavy wood. He had come 50 kilometers since first assembling near Orlovsky, and was now within 20 kilometers of Orel.

So instead of sending Katukov through Tula, where he was to have then moved up through Alexin to reach the positions of 5th Guard Mech, his two tank Corps were re-routed directly to Orel. There they quickly de-trained and went right into action against the 1st SS Division. Now it was steel on steel, like two heavy swordsmen, their blades locked together, glaring at one another. The loss of Orel would be a serious blow to the Russians. If it were to fall, the position of the 48th Army, now facing off against Knobelsdorff’s Panzers, would be seriously compromised.

Zhukov already had grave doubts that the 48th could hold. Fate had brought that army against its opposite number on the German side, the 48th Panzerkorps, and it looked to be a battle the Panzers would win. At the moment, the Germans were still intent on establishing contact with Model’s 9thArmy, but Hermann Balck was already looking over the map and seeing opportunities. He went to von Knobelsdorff on the 14th of September with a plan.

“Care to try something bold?” he asked.

“What are you scheming on, General?”

“Steiner is within twenty kilometers of Orel. Why should we bother with this force on our front? It is mostly rifle divisions, which could be held in check by a couple divisions on our side.”

“And then what?”

“We take the rest of the Korps, along this road through Ulyankovo and Belev—a nice night march. At dawn, we could be assembling here, where 5th Panzer had been holding against their 65th Army. Break through there, and we become the northern pincer, with Steiner in the south. That’s the road to Gorbachevo, just south of Plavsk.”

“Old, familiar ground,” said Knobelsdorff. He had fought there under Heinz Guderian two years ago when the Germans were making their push for Tula in Operation Typhoon.

“If we were to break through, I can tell you they will think twice about trying to hold that salient near Kaluga. It might compel them to withdraw those mobile groups to stop us.”

“Interesting,” said von Knobelsdorff. “That road may be hazardous. They could have stragglers, or even rear guards there. Movement at night would be risky. We could get hung up, without situational awareness in the dark, and delayed.”

“Not if I send Hauser out this afternoon to scout the way.”

“You are free to do so, but I will need a report on the viability of that road before sunset.”

“You’ll have it,” said Balck, ever confident.

The move would be made that night, but it was not without problems. The area was an ebb and flow of forces on both sides. There had been a good many light and medium tank brigades operating there, which were retiring south of the road to seal off what had been the original breakthrough zone for 3rd Operational Group. That meant encounters with small tank platoons, assault guns that had slipped a track, detachments of light infantry lingering in the withdrawal zone. It was enough to slow down the road march, and certainly enough to get word up the chain of command to the nearest Army HQ. General Kalmykov of the 2nd Siberian got the word that enemy mobile forces were moving into his sector.

The General had been pushing against the troops of Model’s 45th Panzerkorps, which was a new formation that had never existed in the old history. That day, it had 5th Panzer, with 14th and 20th Motorized Divisions. Now it seemed to the Russians that the enemy was simply sending reinforcements to stabilize that sector, but just in case anything more was in the offing, Kalmykov wisely held back the 284th and 293rd Siberian Rifle Divisions as a small reserve.

The attack Balck wanted was going to be late, but he radioed ahead and asked the commander of that division, Karl Decker, to begin an attack at dawn, and expect heavy reinforcements. A stolid Pomeranian, Decker was happy to comply. His division had held the line, and against heavy odds, for nearly ten days, now, at last he reasoned, OKW has sent him some help. There were a couple medium tank brigades operating with the Soviet 193rd Rifle Division in Batov’s 65th Army, and he committed the bulk of his division to push them back.

Under normal circumstances it would have been thought of as just a typical defensive counterattack, but General Kalmykov had been clued in that there was considerable movement south of Belev, and he immediately ordered those two rifle divisions to move northeast to intervene. Push would soon come to shove, when Balck arrived around noon leading the only two divisions Knobelsdorff would spare, 3rd Panzer and his own 11th.

Balck knew that his plan was a risky gamble. He did not really have the strength to go anywhere, even if he did break through, but his thinking was that the enemy did not know that. He was thinking that the strategic nature of the ground he was targeting, and the sudden emergence of what looked like the other side of a pincer attack, would work to give the enemy reservations.

He sought out Model, who was delighted to see all this hot air being blown into his balloon, but the wiry General had a fist full of bad news from OKW.

“There is trouble behind us,” he said. “The Russians took Mozhaysk last night, and that cut the last rail line to Moscow.”

“Are they in force?” asked Balck.

“Not really,” said Model. “It was just a shoving match between their 20th Army and elements of our 12th Army. They’re in Mozhaysk, but it doesn’t seem like that have anything behind that attack. That said, it will have to be dealt with. That city will have to be retaken, and it will need a good Panzer Division. There is also trouble on the Smolensk front. There’s a lot of pressure near Demidov in the 18th Army sector. The problem is that we have no mobile reserves, and so Zeitzler has thought twice about permitting your little venture here.”

“What? But we marched all night to get into position.”

“I’m aware of that, but now your 11th Panzer happens to be the only division on the front that is presently uncommitted. Yes, you assigned it to this counterattack, but as it is not yet engaged…” He simply handed Balck the message he had received, not an hour before.

Balck read it, intuitively knowing what it would order even before he did so. He was to take his division to Mozhaysk at once, retake the city and then remain on ready reserve until the situation could be deemed stable.

“That’s what you get when you get too good at what you do,” said Model. “You become a Fire Brigade.”

“We’ll have to go by rail,” Balck said glumly.

“Yes, around the Kaluga salient, which means you’ll be routed through Vyazma, and then approach from the southwest. You can assemble here, at Uvarovka, about 30 kilometers west of Mozhaysk.”

“Well, without my division, this attack by 3rd and 5th Panzer will be good for nothing.”

“Not as I see things,” said Model. “You forget I was nearly cut off two weeks ago. I’m happy for the support. 45th Panzerkorps has had its hands full with these Siberians.”

Balck nodded. Bold ideas, night marches, expectations of delivering a nice strategic blow were all going out the window into that cold autumn wind. “A shame,” he said. “I was thinking to cut their rail line between Tula and Orel.”

“Old glory,” said Model. “You might have made it as far as Chern, but then what?”

“Yes,” said Balck. “Then they would have to react, but that was the plan.”

“And so now you make a new plan.” Model smiled. “I don’t have to remind you that when Knobelsdorff came north, it left Manstein with only one single mobile division in reserve.”

“Grossdeutschland
 ,” said Balck. “It was still southwest of Kharkov when I left that front.”

“Well, don’t expect that single division to backstop the entire southern wing of the army. Get this done quickly, and then get your boys back on the trains. Who knows, with the need in France at the moment, you might get lucky and see your division transferred there.”

Model was staring at the map, as if he were seeing things there that were yet to come, a strange look on his face. He turned to Balck, and spoke again, three words that carried much more weight that they might have two years earlier.

“Winter is coming….”

 

* * *

 

That winter would promise to be the last either side would have to endure in this terrible war. The actions fought in the Soviet summer and autumn offensives would define their objectives for the big winter offensive ahead. Zhukov’s timely commitment of Katukov’s tanks would enforce a stalemate outside Orel, just as Manstein had used Steiner to prevent the capture of Kharkov in the summer.

Now Zhukov would re-convene his strategy session in Leningrad, where he would meet with Sergei Kirov to report on operations planned for the third winter of the war.

“Autumn Wind
 was a great success,” he said, “Even if we were unable to liberate either Bryansk or Kirov, as originally planned. The advances achieved have placed us in a position to make a decisive attack aimed at liberating Moscow and destroying the German central army group.”

“What about Leningrad?” asked Kirov. “Can we expect any enemy offensive in that direction?”

“We do not believe that is possible. The concentration of forces that was assembled along the Neva has since been dissipated. This was one objective of Autumn Wind
 , to force the enemy to commit these reserves to other areas of the front. At one point there were as many as nine enemy tank divisions assembled for their planned offensive. Many were sent to oppose our Kharkov operation, and the campaign that took us over the Don. Now, After Autumn Wind, only two Panzer Divisions remain deployed against our northern front army group, and they are presently fighting to protect the pressure we exert toward Smolensk.”

“What about Mozhaysk?”

“It was an excellent spoiling attack, but we could not support it. We held the city for five days, but the commitment of their 11th Tank Corps returned it to German control.”

“And Kaluga?”

“That we still control, and we will hold it, a hand on their throat throughout the muddy season. It is our plan to keep pressure towards Smolensk and Mozhaysk as long as possible, for they control the only functioning rail line into Moscow for the Germans, and that will make supply very difficult for them. Now we look to consolidate our gains and plan the regrouping of forces, a for the winter. The Rasputitsa will prevent further operations for the next four to six weeks. Come December, with the frost hardening the ground, we hope to be in position to renew the general offensive on two fronts.”

“You will reach the Dnieper?”

“That operation will begin in December, and it will run concurrent with operations aimed at the liberation of Moscow. What we look for there is a decisive operation that will emerge from two fronts, a massive pincer operation to pocket, and eventually destroy, the German 2nd, 12th and 18th Armies, and all forces presently holding at Moscow. It will launch ten days before the Dnieper operation, and yes, we will see where Steiner’s troops are committed. Then we renew the offensive against their southern group of forces. By late March, we hope to liberate the Ukraine, and hopefully conclude the decisive battle against their central group of forces in the Moscow sector.”

“A great deal to attempt at one time.”

“I am confident we can undertake both operations simultaneously. Remember, the opening of the second front in France was a decisive blow. It has already been absorbing most every deep reserve in the enemy camp, and units that were refitting in Germany have been redeployed to the West. That, combined with increased production on our part, will tip the balance for good. Tank production is way up, and the new models are now ready for deployment to selected Guards units.”

“Excellent,” said Kirov. “General Winter is going to be very harsh again this year, but I know we will be ready. When the cold comes for them, freezing them in place, we will move to crush them. Nothing must stop us this time—not Steiner and all his SS. I want to be able to deploy forces on such a vast scale that we can finally overwhelm that SS Panzerkorps. In fact, we should target it specifically for destruction. Understand? Leading them from one place to another with the timing your offensives will not be enough. I want that sword broken, shattered, and after that, they will not have the means to intervene when we move.”

Yes, winter was coming, colder, deeper, more pronounced than either man could see at that moment. In just a few weeks, the war of ice and steel would begin again, and this time, Kirov hoped to reach the Spring in a commanding position to end the war. There was only one thing he did not consider, the weapons that Hitler and Churchill had both used against one another, the searing fire of the sun, harnessed on the tip of a missile or bomb that could decide any battle staged in the field in the blink of an eye.

When Zhukov departed for the front, Berzin spoke. “You said nothing of Red Fire,” he said quietly, waiting.

“He does not need to know of that,” said Kirov. “Not just yet… It will cloud his thinking. I want him focused on tank corps and rifle divisions, fronts and formations sweeping over the map in the old style of war that we have made so very deadly. There may come a time when Red Fire is necessary.”

Berzin gave him a sallow look. “Red Rain—this I know. My network agents are poised at any time to sweep the ranks clean of interlopers and provocateurs, as we did after Beria made his attempt on your life. Red Fire—this is something alien to me, a weapon so terrible that I can scarcely contemplate such a thing. Yet we know the Germans already have a working prototype, and now the British have replied in kind. Thus far, the Germans have not reciprocated, but they could still be scaling their program up. We know that in spite of the losses they sustained with that attack on Peenemünde, they still have an active program.”

“Then we need to work harder,” said Kirov. “We will proceed with the project, for we must have the same terror at hand as our enemies. Continue weaponization trials, and enrichment. The more fuel we have, the better if we have to actually produce warheads. If the Germans do break their tryst with Churchill, and ever deploy their own weapon again, we must be ready. Fire and ice, Grishin, fire and ice. If we cannot beat the Germans with ice, then we must have fire…. But I pity the world that is coming after this war, when these weapons will be deployed as a matter of course. We know this. Our friends from tomorrow have taught us that much, if nothing else.”






 


Chapter 6


 



Kaiser

 Wilhelm
 was almost home, but when they sailed for Kiel, neither Kapitan or crew then realized just how far they were from the lives and world they had once known. Led through the mine barrages by a Zeppelin, the sleek, powerful lines of the battlecruiser were soon the talk of every man with eyes to see at the German harbor. Once, the man the ship was named for had made a fateful pronouncement when Kaiser Wilhelm II stated: “Our future is on the water.” He had been referring to the need for Germany to become a credible naval power, but at that moment, his words could be taken quite literally. The future of the German Navy was, indeed, right there on the water, a mesmerizing sight for the unbelieving eyes that followed her slow entry into the channel and harbor.

Passing down the long channel known as the Kieler Hafen, she would soon become a ship without a berth there. All around the edge of the harbor, beginning at Holtenau near the entrance to the long Kiel Canal that ran through Schleswig-Holstein to the mouth of the River Elbe on the North Sea, the ships of the old WWI battle fleet of the Kaiser were anchored in long silent rows. Zeppelins flew overhead on restless patrols, the silver-grey hide of their canvas outer shells gleaming in the sun.

One can only imagine the state of confusion the appearance of such a ship would cause. Admiral Franz von Hipper was staring at the newcomer, completely perplexed where he stood on the dock after disembarking to make his report on the action he had just led at Dogger Bank. The raid had been unsuccessful. In fact, it had become a carefully laid trap by the Royal Navy, and might have ended badly. The cruiser Blücher
 , bringing up the rear of Hipper’s column when he turned about to escape from Beatty’s battlecruisers, would have certainly been lost… Until this ship appeared….

He had never seen anything like it, a design evincing such power and grace, and he had clearly seen both in action. The ship could dance on the high seas with unheard of speed and maneuverability, yet there, on that long forward deck, were powerful guns that had quickly cowed Beatty’s squadron and sent his ships running for cover. What was this ship? There it flew the naval ensign, and one more flag which he did not recognize, but where was it built? Why had he heard nothing about it in all this time? Was this a secret naval building project kept hidden all these months, even from men of high rank? Did Admiral von Tirpitz know about this ship? Did Von Pohl?

That last officer was Admiral Hugo von Pohl, who had just assumed command of the High Seas Fleet. A member of the old “Torpedo Gang,” Pohl had come up through the ranks with von Tirpitz, and had been a strong advocate of the virtues of Torpedo Boats, and particularly U-Boats. He believed the German fleet should not be risked in a classic confrontation with the more powerful Royal Navy, and instead favored a policy of unrestricted U-Boat operations against British merchant shipping, with the High Seas Fleet held in reserve to protect the Baltic and German coasts.

This concept of unlimited commerce warfare also extended to surface raiders, and when von Pohl set eyes on the Kaiser Wilhelm
 , he saw in its sleek lines the ultimate raider. But he was also in the dark as to the origin and very existence of this ship. There it was, hovering just off the anchorage, shrouded in mystery, an ominous grey beast that loomed larger than any other ship in the fleet. It would be many days before he and Admiral Hipper would come to grips with this mystery, and the terrible implications of its presence there in the harbor.

Those days were as confounding and confusing for the Kapitan and crew of the Kaiser Wilhelm
 , as they were for the officers of the German Navy. Yet, as we have seen in the arrival of Kirov
 , Karpov, Kinlan and Kita, the initial shock and disbelief soon yields to amazement, and then slowly comes to be embraced by the men on both sides. We will not take that journey here, through those first contacts, the early meetings, the moment when Hipper and Pohl first boarded the ship as representatives of the existing High Seas Fleet.

It was a process of discovery for both sides, the impossible made real before their very eyes, and the insanity of it all slowly reduced to simple facts. Kaiser Wilhelm
 , yet another interloper whose name began with that fateful letter “K,” was undeniably there. It was as real and tangible as the world her Kapitan and crew now found themselves in, a world that had existed before any of them were even born. Some crewmen, those that were a little older, might have three years before they would face the dire prospect of Paradox, something that had not even entered their minds. Their younger selves would be waiting to be born, and if the template set by Kapitan Heinrich was any guide, they were not long for this world.

For Kapitan Dieter Jung, it was all maddening. He had been a holdout against the crazy notions in the heads of his navigator and first officer, but even he had to relent and accept the impossible truth of what his eyes were telling him. This was not Kiel as he once knew it, nor was there any ship anchored that he could recognize or name. On the contrary, his First Officer, Peter Weiss, knew what he was looking at, the ships he had admired as a boy, making wood models and playing in the sand to re-fight the famous battles of the First World War at sea. Now he was there, standing shoulder to shoulder and eye to eye with fabled officers that had laid the groundwork for the new German Kriegsmarine
 . Hipper was the first, and soon the great von Tirpitz was summoned to come and see the mighty ship, and cross that line of chaos and disbelief.

“What will we do with this ship?” the Admiral spoke with von Pohl when things had settled down enough to begin trying to think in practical terms.

“Use it!” Pohl said immediately. “The British will know nothing of it, and they already got a nasty surprise in that raid Hipper attempted off Dogger Bank.”

“But they know of it now.”

“Not really. All they know is that they encountered a large and powerful ship, very fast, and came off the worse for it. They will know nothing of the particulars.”

“Perhaps we should make it the fleet flagship,” said Tirpitz.

“Perhaps… But frankly, I have no plans to sortie with the fleet any time soon.” Indeed, Jutland, the next major engagement, was well over a long year away, in late May of 1916. Pohl could not see this marvelous ship simply sitting idle in port.

“I suggest we use this ship now—as a raider.”

“An interesting idea,” said von Tirpitz. “We might even send it to the Pacific. Our Asian Squadron is on its last legs there. Our ‘place in the sun’
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 as the Emperor might put things is in grave jeopardy. Kreuzer Dresden
 is our last real fighting ship with a chance to get into the Pacific by sailing round the Cape of Magellan, and it could use some help. The British have an entire squadron hunting for it.”

“The Pacific? That would be a waste,” said Pohl. “No, we will never prevail in the Pacific. The Atlantic is where a ship like this will thrive. It is replete with British merchant shipping, and this ship is faster than a destroyer, yet with those massive guns that can outrange anything in the fleet. It could raise hell in the Atlantic, and I have just the mission for it in mind to start things off. We may even save Dresden
 , if we move quickly. Let us send her out to find her namesake—Kronprinz Wilhelm
 . They had to move off the coast of South America to look for coal, and by now, they must be low on other supplies and ammunition.”

Tirpitz smiled. “The Kaiser Wilhelm
 rides to the rescue of Kronprinz Wilhelm
 . How ironic. If we do this, we can deliver a couple more 88mm guns to Kronprinz Wilhelm
 , and plenty more ammunition.”

They were speaking of the great four stack ocean liner that had been secretly converted to a commerce raider at the outbreak of the war. It was one of Germany’s “Four Flyers,” fast trans-oceanic liners inspired by the launching of similar British ships. It had always been planned that they could do double duty as commerce raiders, and the Kronprinz
 was doing quite well in that role, limited only by her lack of supplies and coal. The ship had evaded the British cruisers sent to find her, and sunk the Indian Prince, La Correntina, Union, Anne de Bretagne, Bellevue, Mont Angel, Hemisphere,
 and that very month, Potaro
 and the Highland Brae.


At just under 25,000 tons, she was bigger and more imposing than any merchantman she might encounter, and had won the cross-Atlantic speed record just before the war, a whisker under 24 knots. The Germans had sent the cruiser Karlsruhe
 to meet up with her, transferring in a new Kapitan, Paul Thierfelder, who was the former navigation officer on that cruiser. With him came a pair of 88mm guns, with over 250 rounds of ammunition, and several machineguns, enough to convince most merchantmen to surrender rather than face the heat of those guns. They would then transfer the crew to their ship to be dropped off later at a neutral port, take any useful supplies or coal, and set charges to sink the vessels, logging their tonnage in the deadly hide and seek game of piracy at sea.

“So the Kaiser gets a new pirate ship,” said Tirpitz. “Yes… I like this idea. They are already calling Kronprinz Wilhelm
 the phantom mystery ship preying in those sea-lanes. I can only imagine what this new fighting ship will accomplish. If the British ever do manage to find this new battlecruiser, they will certainly regret it.”

Tirpitz did not know it at the moment, but this decision was about to set off an odyssey on the high seas, and a great chase that would rival the British effort to sink the mighty Bismarck
 on the old time line in 1941. The three 15-inch turrets on Kaiser Wilhelm
 ’s decks were indeed the same as those mounted on the Bismarck
 , and the few decades of advanced naval technology that Kaiser Wilhelm
 enjoyed as an advantage would become a nightmare for the Royal Navy.

“One more thing,” said Pohl. “We must send someone with them—a line back to Naval Command here.”

“Yes,” said Tirpitz. “A firm leash on this new Seawolf. That young Kapitan we met is still wet behind the ears. The crew looks sound, and well ready for action, but we need a more experienced man aboard. You have someone in mind?”

“I would send Hipper, but he is needed here. What about Scheer? He has been pressing Ingenohl to make more raids like the one we just attempted, and he will likely be a nuisance, leveling the same accusations at me, saying I am too cautious with the fleet. He is a hunter, and so let him go with the hunters.”

When Kapitan Dieter Jung learned that the famous Admiral would soon come aboard to brief them on their mission, he was elated. Reinhard Scheer was one of the most respected men in the fleet, another legend, and would see a ship named for him that was specifically designed to be a commerce raider in the next war. Now he would get a chance to win his laurels and do what he most wanted—fight the British in a fast hit and run strategy at sea. Destined to succeed Pohl as Commander of the High Seas Fleet in a year’s time, Admiral Scheer would now make good use of that time, and on the greatest raiding ship in the history of the German Navy—Kaiser Wilhelm
 .

In fact, there were now so many ships in the fleet named after the Emperor, that Kapitan Jung suggested they rename the ship after the Admiral.
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 “All our capital ships after the war will be named for the great leaders and Admirals who fought in this one—Bismarck, Hindenburg, Tirpitz, Hipper, and yes, Scheer. We will build a ship in your name one day,” he said when the Admiral came aboard. “It was a fine raider, and its exploits led to the design of this ship to carry out the very same mission you ask of us now. Honor us, and allow us to call this ship the Admiral Scheer.
 ”

“That would be stealing a ship from the Emperor,” said Scheer, inwardly pleased to know his exploits here would be remembered, and celebrated in the decades to come.

“But Admiral, the Kaiser has more than his fair share of fighting ships competing for his name. We are even going out to rendezvous with one on this mission.”

“I see your point, but I do not think it wise to name ships after living Admirals. It will go to their heads! Beyond that, we say it is always bad luck to rename a ship once christened. If you insist, at least for this mission to confuse the British, then let us choose a name to use as a code word. Why not a warrior from our mythology? May I suggest Siegfried?
 Yes, that will be an excellent name. Siegfried
 , wielding a great sword, Gram, the slayer of Dragons. We go to hunt British merchant shipping, but do not think they will leave us unattended. No, they will come for us, and we must be ready to put those big guns to the test.”

Jung smiled. “Very well,” he said. “Our code name for this mission is Siegfried
 , and may our sword strike true. I can assure you, Admiral, this is one test this ship will pass. But first we will have to break out into the Atlantic. That is where the good hunting will be. In our day, the Royal Navy keeps a close watch on the Faeroes Strait, and on the Denmark Strait west of Greenland as well. Is that the case here?”

“Not quite. Beatty and Jellicoe operate from Scapa Flow, and other Channel ports. They mostly watch the North Sea, and so it is no surprise that they were lying in wait when Hipper ran into them off Dogger Bank. Then they ran into you, and the tables were turned.”

“Admiral, moving at night, we can slip through the North Sea like a cold wind, and I can be well up into the Norwegian Sea before the British know a thing. From there, we can go anywhere we like, and they will have nothing fast enough to follow us, except destroyers, and I can even outrun most of them!”

There was aglow in Scheer’s eye, and he was eager for battle.

“Then let us go,” he said. “This very night.”

 






 

 

 

 

 



 




 
Part III






 







The Buildup




 


“
 Thus we may know that there are five essentials for victory:

 

1) He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight.

2) He will win who knows how to handle both superior



and inferior forces.

3) He will win whose army is animated by the same spirit



throughout all its ranks.

4) He will win who, prepared himself, waits to take



the enemy unprepared.

5) He will win who has military capacity and is not



interfered with by the sovereign.”



 



—
 Sun Tzu: The Art of War








 


Chapter 7



 



Eisenhower’s
 decision to “consolidate” the Allied effort in France was a wise precaution. Yet it was also a testimony to the fact that the plan was only skin deep. While all the details concerning the movement of troops to Bilbao and Barcelona had been worked out flawlessly, along with the planning for coastal landings in the French Riviera, little work had been done to define what would happen beyond D+15. There was a general idea of objectives, a schedule of landings for the support divisions, but the assessment of what it would actually take to mount a general campaign was sorely lacking.

While they seemed rich in the Med, with plenty of shipping and nearly 30 divisions, those available for Dragoon
 had been paired down because of the occupation of Italy. Now the sheer breadth of the front in southern France saw the Allies with just enough divisions available to create a cohesive and well manned line. Beyond that, they would need additional divisions to begin generating combat power for an offensive. Otherwise, they would have to thin out one area to mass units to attack in another location, which invited enemy counterattack in those weakened sectors.

By D+15, every division that had been in Tunisia, Sardinia and Corsica had been lifted to the continent. Now all further reinforcements would have to come from the UK, or be withdrawn from Italy, and anything sent to Italy would have to come out of the Middle East. That had been an option while the Orenburg Federation had been in conflict with the Germans, but now the sudden reversal and cease fire meant that the British had to still keep a wary eye on the vital oil concerns they had fought so doggedly to defend in the Middle East.

Churchill had sent diplomats to Turkey, continuing to seek an accord there that would improve cooperation, but it seemed that the Turks were chiefly concerned with defending its border with Bulgaria. Offensive operations into that German Allied state. The fact that Accolade
 had to be drastically scaled back, and there were no British divisions available to join Turkey in any offensive, nor any support from the US, meant that Turkey remained an “ally” in name only.

When Allied intelligence then saw the movement of many German divisions out of the Kuban region, their immediate fears were allayed. At one point, the German Army had been within 200 miles of Baku. Now it seemed that the lower Caucasus region was being demilitarized. Allied spies detected the presence of German engineers at Grozny, and moving to Baku, but no troops beyond small security detachments. That was news that again inspired Churchill’s imagination, with visions of British paratroopers landing at Baku, but it would never happen. The Allies had placed their bets on France, and now the wheel was already in motion.

The decision to take the few US divisions then in the UK to support Dragoon
 was not made lightly. Morgan and the Cossac planning group for Overlord
 protested mightily, but in the end, Marshall gave his blessing, promising an accelerated schedule of replacement divisions to come from the US. That would see the movement of one more “Corps” of three divisions to Bilbao, and that meant Patton would get his hands on them first.

The General was elated to learn he would be receiving all the initial reinforcements coming from the UK. It took them ten days to make the journey to Bilbao, and then come up on the few rail lines that were operational, but he decided to concentrate them near Bordeaux. He could now add the 2nd and 5th Infantry Divisions, and 3rd Armored Division to his war chest in France.

“Brad,” he said in a conference with General Bradley. “The best way to open a tin of kippered herring is to peel back one end. The Germans are weak near Bordeaux. They had to bring in a unit from their 7th Army just to hold the line on the Dordgone River. East of that, there’s nothing but a third-rate reserve infantry division, the 159th. So I’m not just going to peel open that tin. I’ll take a wrecking ball to the damn thing.”

“George, Ike said no major breakout operations. We just don’t have the reserves to push north yet.”

“Well hell, Brad. What am I supposed to do, sit here while they dig in and fortify that line? If I punch through now, it’ll unhinge the whole western end of their defense.”

“But you can’t go anywhere. You’ll just have II Corps, and there’ll be nothing behind it for a good long while.”

“I’ll only need one corps,” said Patton. “With these three new divisions, I can group 1st, 2nd, and 5th Infantry Divisions in a good infantry corps, and then run 2nd and 3rd Armored together for some real hard-hitting muscle. Time to give those newcomers a little baptism of fire. Once they bust up that German reserve outfit, I’ll run 3rd Armored right through the holes.” He smiled.

“And just where do you suppose to go after that?”

“I want to break up this entire segment of their line.”

“It’s not all reserve infantry, George. We’ve identified a good many SS units on the line now, and those can be tough to move.”

“That’s why we need to hit them now, while those units are on the line. They don’t have any first-rate infantry here, and the more I bust up, the longer they’ll have to use those better mobile divisions just to hold the front. Come on, Brad, I won’t be headed for Paris—at least not yet. You want to guard against too much complacency. We’ve got to keep punching, even if Ike doesn’t want any deep operations now. What you can do is put in some local attacks and make sure the Germans don’t move those mobile divisions.”

So Patton’s operation was now to be called Wrecking Ball
 , and he would launch it on the 16th of September, smashing into the thin lines of the 159th Reserve Infantry Division east of Bordeaux. They punched through east of Libourne on the Dordgone River, but that breakthrough immediately drew the attention of the 7th Panzer Division. At the same time, Bradley had pushed hard on the SS Charlemagne
 Division, and the little offensive was making good progress as it slowly attempted to pry open that tin of kippered herring.

Yet the Germans had learned that sometimes the best way to operate was to fight fire with fire, and that was what they decided to do. The arrival of their elite Brandenburg
 Division on September 12 allowed them to plan and stage what would be the first real counterattack of the campaign. It would not bother Patton or Bradley, but instead fell on the lines of General Clark’s troops, far to the east, near Villefranche.

The Germans had lined up three divisions: 12th SS near Mercues, the Brandenburgers
 in the center at Villefranche, and then the tough 16th SS Reichsführer
 Division, a veteran of the hard fighting around Kharkov in the previous months. All three units were dangerous opponents, and to make matters worse, Kesselring had now transferred his last reserve mobile division in Italy through Grenoble, the Herman Goring Panzer Division.

The US 36th Infantry Division had been operating on the western end of the German attack, near Cahors, and it found itself hit hard by the 12th SS Hitlerjugend
 Division. In the center, there were only elements of the US VI Corps operating with 1st Armored Regiment, and then the 45th Infantry was facing off against the Reichsführer
 Division further east. That weakened center was the point of attack, and the Brandenburgers
 would be unstoppable. They were headed right down the good road from Villefranche to Montauban, intending to slice right through Clark’s VI Corps as they did so. From there, the key supply hub of Toulouse was only another 50 kilometers to the south.

Operating with only four divisions, Clark had few resources to contend with an attack on this scale. His initial response was to try and build a line of small blocking groups composed of recon and engineering units, but he knew it would only make for a brief delay in the enemy advance. He was going to need help, and soon, and it was Bradley that delivered the bad news to Patton on the 14th of September.

“Hold on George,” he said, storming into Patton’s HQ at Langon. “The Germans just hit Marc Clark right on the nose. They pulled together three good Panzer divisions and it looks like they’re going to push right through his lines. Ike wants you to send 5th infantry to Clark right now, and I’m supposed to pull TF Abrams off the line and move east this afternoon.”

“Damn,” said Patton. “I was just about to punch right through here, and then send in 5th infantry. I knew I should have committed that unit yesterday.”

“Well that may have made you happy, but it’s lucky for Clark that we can lend a hand. This one looks serious. It’s just the sort of thing Ike was warning us about. In fact, he wasn’t happy at all with this Wrecking Ball idea of yours. Now the Germans are taking a wrecking ball to VI Corps.”

“Alright,” said Patton, “fair enough. You tell Ike I’ll get 5th infantry rolling east this very hour, but hell, if I push through here, that would put the kibosh on this German attack.”

“George, I think that’s what the Germans are thinking. They hit Clark so they could put the kibosh on you
 .”

“Well? Are we going to let them get away with it?”

“All I know is that we need to roll troops east. If I were you, I’d get 3rd Armored ready to move as well. Sorry George, your Wrecking Ball
 will have to wait.”

“What about Montgomery? He’s there on Clark’s right shoulder?”

“You know how slow he can be. We may have to do some back pedaling here, and move fast if we want to keep them from reaching Montauban. You leave Monty to Eisenhower.”

Both Patton and Bradley would answer the call, and do so with efficiency and speed born of long experience in North Africa. They had faced, and beaten, the Herman Goring Division there, but they had not seen the likes of the Brandenburgers
 . Clark’s initial response had been to pull all his independent armored battalions off the line and get them moving to the point of the enemy breakthrough. Now the US forces would begin building small task forces, ad-hoc units composed of an armored battalion, engineers and a few tank destroyers. It would be just enough to delay the enemy until the arrival of 5th Infantry, and Bradley had TF Abrams right behind it.

By the time those divisions arrived, the Germans had already pushed 35 kilometers down the road to Montauban, with the Brandenburg
 Division doing most of that work. 12th SS on its right was still cutting its teeth, the first combat the new division had seen in the war. The Reichsführer
 Division on the right was still forced to hold a long segment of the front near Rodez, and so it really could not participate in the attack. The HG Division came up behind the Brandenburgers
 to give the attack some momentum, but what the Germans truly lacked now was good infantry.

Rommel knew this attack would not produce any real breakthrough, because without that infantry, his Panzer divisions could not hold the shoulders of their penetration and still do anything to exploit their successes. It was, in effect, a very good spoiling attack, and one that did indeed put the kibosh on Patton’s offensive, just long enough for Armeegruppe
 West
 to send down their last real mobile reserve, the KG formed by the old 21st Panzer Division that had been rebuilding in the 7th Army sector.

It was, in fact, the only mobile reserve left to that army, which had already sent its 30th Schnelle Bicycle troops south to Bordeaux, along with one other infantry division. This led Rommel to quietly issue an order to thin out the defensive garrison on the Channel Islands, Gurnsey and Jersey, where the good 319th Infantry Division held forth. He wanted to get the bulk of that division to the mainland where it could do some good, and would look to replace it with weaker troops…. If he could find them.

While all this was going on, Montgomery had his own little theater in play, with something he had called “Bullhorn.” As they had in Sardinia, he found his Canadian troops to be making steady progress. So he sent the latest arrival from Italy in behind them, and got the French Corps moving on the right to create a strong drive pushing up west of the Rhone. At the same time, the other horn of that bull was X Corps, with 43rd Wessex, the 1st Airborne Division, and 3rd Infantry, all east of the Rhone. The objective was the vital crossing point at Viviers, and both groups were making a double envelopment of that city, the horns of the bull. Once he got there, he could then plan a similar operation aimed at Valence to the north, and this would compel the German forces east of the river to withdraw towards Grenoble. When the Generals next met to discuss what had happened, Monty was quick to cluck about his successes.

“I should have Verviers in a matter of days,” he boasted. “A pity your Wrecking Ball
 operation ran into a brick wall just a little too stout to be knocked down.”

Patton gave him a thin eyed smile. “A pity I had to send 5th Infantry and TF Abrams east to stop this German attack, and against the toughest outfit in the German Army. If I had those two divisions back, things would be a bit different. Hell, I’d be half way to—”

“Alright George,” said Ike, “none of that talk now. We’re not going anywhere until we clean this mess up. The Germans hit the one weak spot in our line, and they hammered a bulge into it some 40 kilometers deep. General Clark, can you hold?”

“5th Infantry has moved into a good blocking position, Abrams has just come up, and I’ve moved every other armored unit I had into that sector. Yes, I think we’ll hold them.”

“Hell,” said Patton, “they can’t go anywhere. This was just to try and keep us off balance.”

“Right,” said Ike, “and it was just the sort of thing I was worried about. They have good units on the line now, and they were able to work a couple free to make this counterattack.”

“But they won’t get anywhere without infantry,” said Patton. “Even General Montgomery knows you’ve got to have a good combined arms group if you make a push like this.”

Monty didn’t like the word ‘even’ leading off Patton’s remark, but he said nothing. Now Eisenhower looked over the map. “What’s happening out west,” he looked at Patton.

“That brick wall General Montgomery was talking about won’t last long—even without 5th Infantry. Ike, I think we can push on through, and turn that whole flank.”

“Well, you won’t get too far. Perigueux is the best you could hope for, because every mile you push leaves a mile on your left and another on your right that you’ll have to find troops to watch. Now, we’ve got plenty of good infantry, but only what amounts to one strong armored corps on our side of the fence, and General Montgomery has only one tank corps as well. Frankly, we’ll need at least two or three good corps here to really get things moving. The only reason we can push them now is because they can’t support their own armor with decent infantry. Gentlemen, what we have now is not a race to Paris, but a race to see who can build up their forces quick enough to gain the upper hand. We’ve got the edge, but this counterattack was a wakeup call. We’ll see more of the same. Now we’ve got to decide on a strategy for the campaign as a whole, and I’ve called you here to get your thinking on this. Anyone?”
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“It’s
 clear my Rhone River Valley operation offers the most promise,” said Montgomery. “If I can keep up steady progress, we should make Lyon the first key deep objective. From there I can go to Besancon, and shortly thereafter, I’ll be looking at the roots of the Rhine, right on the German border. My plan is to make a full-blooded thrust to do exactly that, but I shall need to collect my armored divisions, two of which are now on my extreme left, near General Clark.”

“And not one man in either one lifted a finger to stop this German attack, while I had to send 5th Infantry over 120 miles by road to do the job.” Patton made his point clear enough.

“Well general, if you look at the map from time to time, you will see that our nearest armored unit, 25th Brigade, was an equal distance to the east, nearly 120 kilometers, and tangling with the SS where we stood.”

“That gets at something that’s been eating at me all along,” said Eisenhower. “We’ve got to work out how we cooperate with one another. Those demarcation lines are not hard fences between our two armies. We need to do better. I want to see a division earmarked for ready movement and support across the Army boundary lines at any time—and that goes for everyone here. George, you did just what I asked of you, and I’ll want the same flexibility from you, General Montgomery.”

“And you shall have it, Ike, I assure you.”

“Good. Now… What you said about a big push up the Rhone River Valley is a point well taken. It’s clearly the shortest route to the German frontier, but we’re strung out all along the front to the Atlantic Ocean, about 350 miles, and that front widens to over 500 miles when we go north. Remember, we’re here to liberate France.”

“True enough,” said Montgomery, “but in my opinion, the key thing now is to reach this line here—Lyon in the east, then west through Clermont, Lintoges, Angouleme and on to the coast. Once we get there, we’ve got real options. General Patton should thin out near the Atlantic coast, and then concentrate his armor along this axis—Perigueux, Brive to Clermont. That puts him in a perfect position to cover my left as I go for the German frontier. Together we can drive right on up to Chalon and Dijon. Then I hook east into Germany, and General Patton, and of course General Clark, can push on up through Nancy before turning in towards Karlsruhe. We can meet at Stuttgart, and then form one bold thrust, right for Berlin to end the war.”

“Then we don’t go to Paris?” asked General Clark.

“Why should we? It’s a political objective, just like Rome was in Italy. When we landed here, the Germans just gave Rome to us, because it was of no military importance. In like manner, when I reach the Rhine, I can assure you, the Germans won’t give a whit about Paris.”

“That may be so,” said Eisenhower, “but we have other considerations here. All the German U-boat pens are along that Atlantic coast. If Patton drives north, hooking left instead of right as you suggest, he cuts off La Rochelle, Saint Nazaire, Lorient and Brest. That would pretty much put Döenitz out of business, and the diminished U-Boat threat will speed up movement of forces and supplies to the UK. Don’t forget, we’ve still got the Overlord
 operation to consider in these plans.”

“We may not even need it,” said Montgomery. “Operate as I suggest, and we’ll be putting their 7th and 15th Armies out of business. Overlord
 should just be a clenched fist, a threat intended to keep those two armies where they are, along the coast. The real fight is here, and the sooner I get moving up the Rhone, the better.”

“All this is premature,” said Eisenhower. “As I said earlier, Patton could get to Perigueux if he can break through, then it’s a question of whether he should turn northeast towards those U-Boat pens, or east through Brive and northeast to Clermont. In either case, we need divisions to hold the flanks of any move we make. We need those three Corps I spoke of, and we’re looking at months before we can muster that kind of muscle here. In that time, don’t expect the Germans to sit on their thumbs either. Look what they just did. As soon as their hard hats arrived, they put them right into an offensive. So I want to create a mobile reserve, and we’re already short on armored divisions as things stand.”

“They’ve moved mountains to get this much armor here,” said Montgomery. “I’m not sure what else they have to throw at us.”

“Well gentlemen,” said Eisenhower, “I was handed a briefing yesterday, and you may as well know it. This Ivan Volkov has offered the peace pipe to Hitler, and it seems they cut another deal. The Germans have been pulling out of the Caucasus to build up reserves, and it’s obvious they’re looking for more divisions to send here as well.”

“Ike,” said Montgomery. “They would need the same kind of buildup here that we would to pose any real threat—two or three corps at a bare minimum. I just don’t see where they get those troops. The Soviets are already throwing another big offensive at them.”

“Just the same, we have to be prepared for any contingency. Alright, let’s build that reserve ourselves, and see to business on the line. Stopping that Brandenburger Division will be a nice feather in our cap. Let’s hope 5th Infantry was enough.”

“Don’t forget Abrams,” said Patton. “He’s one hell of a fighter.”

 

* * *





 Rommel knew that even the Brandenburgers
 would not reach Toulouse. While it had advanced nearly 40 kilometers, an increasing number of enemy forces were arriving by the hour. With 5th Infantry, TF Abrams, and Clark’s 1st Armored Division, a strong force was now in position to stop the German advance. Rommel saw no point in sending his best troops into a fruitless head-butting match, especially when he needed them elsewhere.

It was Patton’s Wrecking Ball
 that prompted him to halt the counterattack and pull out to move stronger forces west to the Bordeaux sector. There, 7th Panzer and the Charlemagne Division had been struggling to contain five US divisions, and their lines could not hold much longer. 9th Infantry took Saint Foy on the 19th of June, and 2nd Armored was breaking through north of that town, driving just south of the main road and rail to Perigueux, which was a vital rail and communications hub.

The General was looking for more help anywhere he could find it. He had already moved the 319th infantry from the Channel Islands, replacing it with a much weaker reserve division. Then he stole away the last mobile reserve in 7th Army, the brigade sized formation that was to become the new 21st Panzer Division, but they would take time to get south, harried by Allied fighter-bombers the whole way. While the bulk of that division made it to Perigueux, the recon and pioneer battalions, and all the artillery were shot up so bad that they were left at intervals all along the line, the trains smoking and burning after those air attacks.

 Rommel needed some real combat power, and now the Brandenburger Division would have to be his fire brigade. So the division pulled out and moved west that night, the darkness being the only relief from Allied air power. They would begin assembling again south of Perigueux on the morning of the 21st, and Patton’s Wrecking Ball
 finally would hit a stone wall that it simply could not break. Patton had pushed a deep wedge into the enemy lines, pulling in three more enemy divisions while sending two of his own to Clark. He got half way to Perigueux before Eisenhower ordered him to halt and reorganize his lines to create that reserve division he was now demanding of all Army level commanders.

Always cagey when it came to holding on to combat power at the business end of his operations, Patton cleverly nominated TF Abrams as his contribution to that reserve pool, a unit he had already given to Clark. So not to be outdone, Clark quickly claimed 5th Infantry as his own now, and he nominated that division.

These reserves, drawn from forces already in the field, were merely an expedient measure. But where would Eisenhower find the three additional corps he wanted? To address the need, he appealed to Marshall for a faster buildup schedule, and received a promise of three more infantry and three more armored divisions before the year would end. These would be 28th, 29th and 30th US infantry, and 4th, 5th and 6th Armored Divisions. 85th and 88th Infantry Divisions, which had been slated for Italy in December, would also be sent directly to Bilbao instead, and arrive 90 days early, in October of 1943. 91st Infantry would follow later. Those nine divisions would therefore form the three corps Eisenhower wanted, all to arrive at the expense of Overlord
 , and the fact that there would be no US commitment to Italy.

Patton would get one infantry Corps, (28th, 29th, & 30th Divisions), and one additional armored division. 4th Armored had just completed maneuvers in the Cumberland Mountains that month, and it was supposed to transfer to the Desert Training Center near Camp Ibis in California, but that was cancelled. The 4th Armored would have to get its training in France under Patton’s watchful eye.

5th and 6th Armored had been scheduled to arrive in the UK in February of 1944, but that was to be advanced 90 days. Clark, already short changed when Patton had the lion’s share of the last reinforcement cycle, would get both those divisions and all the troops that had been originally slated for Italy.

At that moment, Morgan’s order of battle for Overlord
 was no more real than the many fictitious units now being “assigned” to the FUSAG, the First US Army Group supposedly assembling in England. The British also had their own theater in play, dreaming up fictitious units, (10 divisions in total), 
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 and generating a lot of fake radio traffic to make them seem real. An elaborate hoax was now being staged, with dummy tanks, artillery, fake orders clotting the airwaves, and disinformation being fed to double agents. Everything possible was being done to convince the Germans that substantial forces still remained in England, poised to strike across the Channel at any time. In reality, Morgan could only call on the services of a handful of real divisions then in England, and the promise of more to come in 1944.

There were also real British divisions in the Kingdom as well. The British had two more Armored Divisions, the 11th and Guards Armored, and a number of independent Armored Brigades building up strength. Major-General Richard N. Gale was also building the 6th Airborne Division. For infantry, they still had 15th Scottish Division, the 49th West Riding Division, 53rd Welsh, and the 59th would leave the ghost army and become a real division, the 59th Staffordshire. For their part, the Canadians had 3rd Infantry ready, and were building their 4th Armored Division, and the South Africans had trained up a new division in Egypt, the 6th South African Armored.

So Morgan clearly had assets for his Overlord
 plan, but it remained to be seen just how many he could keep in the cupboard. After seeing all those US divisions taken off his buildup schedule, Brooke informed him that he would also have to give up 11th Armored. Monty would build another two corps as the British contribution to France, and they would be heavy on armor.

He would first withdraw two divisions from Italy, the 1st Armored and 1st infantry Divisions that Churchill had once thought to launch across the Turkish frontier into Bulgaria. To these he would add 11th Armored, 15th Scottish Division, 3rd Canadian Infantry and 4th Canadian Armored—six more divisions for France.

When O’Connor protested that he was being robbed blind, and would have nothing to do but sit on his thumbs in Italy, Monty dropped the last sugar cube into his tea.

“No, my good man,” he said. “I’ve asked Brooke, and he’s approved your transfer to France, so you’re coming along to take charge of 8th Army there. I need you on my left, and we’ll replace 1st Operational Group with a couple of the Indian Divisions in the Middle East. Dempsey can take over in Italy, with those forces to be redesignated 12th Army. So you see, I’m taking everything in the cottage—and with you sitting right in the easy chair.”

 

* * *

 

While this was going on, Montgomery’s Operation Bullhorn
 had finally delivered Viviers on the Rhone, forcing the outmatched German infantry, with no tanks support at all in that sector, back towards Valence and Grenoble. Rommel simply needed more troops, and that prompted Kesselring to relinquish yet another of his mobile divisions, the 15th Panzergrenadiers. It had been fighting on the Adriatic coast, and now boarded trains to begin moving through Turin to Grenoble. 24th Panzer Division, on the opposite coast near Elba, also got orders to move through Turin into France.

This would see France getting more mobile divisions than any area of the Ostfront
 , even the critical sector where Model’s 9th Army was battling between Orel and Serpukhov. Rommel’s problem was that he could not assemble them into real Panzerkorps, or operate as those formations normally would. They were on the line, doing the work that should be done by infantry divisions.

 The few divisions he had were badly overstretched on the front. In one case, the 148th Infantry Division was strung out along a front of some 50 kilometers. Whenever the Panzers tried to concentrate to make a local counterattack, the infantry would have to stretch to cover the ground they once held, and they could never do this in any strength. This, more than anything else, was the reason the Allies could still push and make good gains, even if they believed their own order of battle to be too thin for the job that was in front of them.

In spite of losing four of his five mobile divisions, Kesselring still had the best infantry in the west, and he was determined to hold his line. His troops, particularly those in Kubler’s Mountain Korps, Student’s Fallschirmjagers, would not let him down. Against a weakened army under Dempsey, these troops would be enough to hold that front secure, and Italy would now become the backwaters secondary theater that it always should have been for both sides in the war.

Now Rommel went to Hitler directly to ask for the infantry he needed. There were units in the Balkans, others rebuilding, and Student was ready to field a new Parachute Division. Even Goring had things tucked away in his pockets, Luftwaffe Field divisions that he was creating in his private little army. Rommel wanted anything that could be found.

“I can assure you,” he told the Führer, “there is no threat to the Balkans, and there are Jaeger Divisions there that I could put to good use in the rugged country east of the Rhone. And if Student has a new division, it must go to me. In fact, if we could replace his troops in Italy with other reserve units, all the better.”

“I told you that I would do everything possible,” said Hitler, “and this time I will keep that promise. In return, you must stop the enemy advance in France. The road to Germany is very short there.”

“All the more reason to consider your situation on the Ostfront
 ,” said Rommel. “The Soviets are seven or eight hundred miles from the German frontier, but in France, half that distance puts the British and Americans inside Germany. If you must give a little ground in the east so that we can hold the west, so be it. My Führer, give me the infantry so that I can pull my good divisions off the line, and you will see what I can do. I will let them know the German Army is here, and in no uncertain terms.”






 


Chapter 9


 


The
 Führer would make an early Christmas gift to Rommel, but it would be something old, something new, something borrowed and something blue. The new things would come from Goring and Student, 3rd Fallschirmjager and 20th Luftwaffe Sturm Divisions, and provisions were now being made to relieve Student’s troops in Italy so he could move his other two crack Parachute Divisions to France.

The old things would be the rebuilt 334th Infantry, from cadres that had survived Tunisia, and a collection of other units that had been slowly building in Eastern Europe: 92nd, and 98th Infantry, 42nd and 114th Jaegers, then 151st and 232nd Reserve Infantry. All those had been on the list for Italy, and the last two would replace Student’s troops. The final division, something blue, was the Spanish Blue Division that had been on the Ostfront
 as part of the forces assigned to Untergang
 . It would come to France in time, and there be renamed the “Legion Azul.”

That Hitler had to scrounge through the Balkans, Poland, and other rear areas for troops, is a testament to just how serious Germany’s manpower shortage was. He might have sacrificed ground in Russia, extracting a veteran infantry korps as wergild, but he stubbornly refused to do so, hoping these ten divisions for Rommel would be enough to stem the Allied tide.

The threat to the whole of the Atlantic coast was still also very real in Hitler’s mind. His “Atlantic Wall” was not anywhere near as strong as it was when the Allies came to Normandy in 1944. So he would not touch anything more in 7th Army, leaving eight divisions there, and another 14 divisions in the 15th Army. For his part, Rommel now commanded 22 divisions in Southern France, with ten more pledged to come to him very soon. That would put all of 44 divisions in France and the Low Countries to fight England and the United States. In Russia he had more than four times that number to fight the Red Army, a total of 189 divisions in August of 1943. Such daunting statistics make it clear that the war could not have been prosecuted in the west without Soviet Russia on the side of the Allies.

Given that necessity of keeping the bulk of the Army in the east, very little else could be done, but a meeting at OKW with all parties involved was convened to explore any possible options that could generate troops for Rommel in France. Kesselring was the first to make a suggestion.

“OKW has been stealing sheep from my flock for some time, and I have the feeling our old Desert Fox is still on the loose. Well enough, I can clearly see that the mobile divisions should have gone to France. Now let me propose one thing more. Rommel has asked me for Student’s troops, and I could try to replace them with these reserve infantry divisions, but at some risk. Do not expect these third-rate troops to do the job Student was doing. He has been a rock in Italy, and will be sorely missed. However, why must I continue to hold as far south as Elba? If I were to swing back my line, anchor it at Pisa, and then run it east along the River Arno to Florence, I could hold with far fewer troops.”

It was a story the Führer had heard time and again—trade territory to free up units on the line, but this time it made sense. “What about Livorno?” he asked. “You give them a good port there with such a withdrawal.”

“They don’t need it. They have Naples and Taranto. In fact, the need to garrison Livorno, and also watch the entire coastline from Elba to Pisa, and beyond, is a real liability of my present position. Allow me to redeploy as I have suggested, and I can also free up the 90th Panzergrenadier Division. That is another unit that would do better in France than it would in Italy. My whole defensive plan involves building a strong line in the Apennines. That is work for line infantry, not motorized units.”

Hitler considered this for a moment, glancing at Rommel.

“I can only agree with Field Marshal Kesselring,” said Rommel. The line he suggests could be held with far fewer troops. It was a line I myself drew up when I originally planned the defense of Northern Italy.”

“Very well,” said Hitler, “as this is a matter of less than 100 kilometers at best, I will give permission for this. That said, the facilities at Livorno should be thoroughly destroyed, and Florence must be held. A line of sufficient strength must be built to prevent any incursion into the Po Valley.”

“No problem,” said Kesselring. “They are pulling units out of Italy as well. Their 7th Armored has already gone to France, and now they have pulled 1st Armored off the line, and another good infantry division. They, too, realize the battle for France must trump the hand they play in Italy. Rest assured, they will not leave forces here strong enough to pose any threat to the Po Valley. I will build you a stone wall in those mountains that will hold the duration of the war.”

“Then where will we send these reserves?” said Keitel. “What sector is the most vulnerable?”

“Patton has been stopped by the Brandenburgers
 ,” said Rommel. “Yet I will not want to leave that unit there. It will stand as my fire brigade, and the lead unit for any offensive we plan. So I will need something to go to that sector. The Parachute divisions would be most welcome.”

“What about Montgomery?” said Hitler. “The British have just pushed us out of Viviers. They are pushing up the Rhone and must be stopped immediately.”

“24th Panzer Division will move to that sector,” said Zeitzler. “It will rejoin the 26th and come under its old 14th Panzerkorps HQ. The rebuilt 334th Division will also go through Valence. Rest assured. Montgomery will be stopped, and the immediate threat to Grenoble is allayed. That city is a vital transit route to our forces in Italy. It must be held open as long as possible.”

“Will these forces be enough?” Hitler wanted to know where he stood before this meeting concluded. “Can you do what is necessary, Herr Rommel?”

“Yes. In my assessment, these reinforcements will stabilize the entire front. As soon as the infantry arrives, I will begin relieving the better Panzer divisions. By month’s end, we should be in a position to stage some more convincing counterattacks.”

“Our intelligence indicates they are also scrounging for fresh troops,” said Zeitzler. “These withdrawals from Italy will all likely go to Montgomery, and we also know they are sending more divisions from England. A pity Döenitz cannot stop them.”

“I will order him to do everything possible,” said Hitler. “Because if this Patton should break loose and move north behind the Atlantic ports, Döenitz will be forced back to the North Sea. This cannot be permitted to happen.”

“This is why I sent the Brandenburgers
 to that sector,” said Rommel. “For now, there is no threat to those ports, and as soon as Student’s troops arrive in that sector, I will deal with this Patton. I have a score to settle with him from Tunisia.”

 

* * *

 

 Now it was a matter of seeing which side would be the first to build up their forces. A tentative parity had been reached, but Monty was doggedly moving troops out of Italy. 1st Armored moved down the Adriatic coast to Taranto, shipping out for Marseilles. The heavy artillery of 8th Army went with them, to Toulon, and 1st Infantry would follow right behind them. All those troops would go to O’Connor, and Monty was also detaching 7th Armored to his command. Now he was only waiting for 11th Armored to complete his strong armored grouping, which also included 6th and 10th Armored. Monty would still command six British Infantry divisions, the four Canadian divisions, and three more in the Free French Corps would also answer to him.

To get these forces from England into his order of battle quickly, there were two possible routes. The first was that being used by the Americans, Bilbao, and from there overland across Spain by rail to Barcelona, where they could then continue north by rail, or ship out again for a short hop to Marseilles. From a position west of Brest, that route was about 450 sea miles, and another 600 miles by rail, yet moving large convoys into the Bay of Biscay was always risky.

Considering time to disembark, and then reload troops and equipment onto the trains, the planners estimated the short route would take five days. A safer route would be to bypass Bilbao and simply continue by sea through the Straits of Gibraltar to Marseilles. From that same position east of Brest, that route was twice as long, about 2000 sea miles, or a full week at sea, with another day to disembark and then one more day to move to the front line. The difference was four days, and that was not seen to pose any problem in Montgomery’s mind.

“I would rather have the troops here fit and in good order,” he said. “Besides, if we offload them at Bilbao, Patton might be tempted to pick our pockets.”

He was joking, of course, but given Patton’s colic temperament, and the fact that he had been stopped cold by theBrandenburgers
 , and was now facing an increasing buildup of enemy forces in his sector, he might indeed be tempted. His attack towards Perigueux had gone about 50 kilometers before it was halted, and it created a big dent in the front that Monty was now calling “Patton’s Bulge.”

The forces the American General had in hand would not be sufficient to undertake any further offensive operations, and indeed, he had been forced to go over to the defensive, a situation that rankled him to no end. It would be another week to ten days before the first of Marshall’s promised reinforcements from the US would arrive at Bilbao, and he would liken the wait to the time he spent idling in Palermo while Monty was invading Italy.

“Goddammit,” he said. “Someone ought to shovel more coal in the boilers of those transports. The Germans are building up more strength here every day.”

“George,” said Bradley, “they don’t use coal any more, and I’m sure they’re coming as fast as they can. Remember, the Bay of Biscay is no picnic ground. German U-boats are prowling out there every day.”

“Well, I’m not a Navy man, just an ornery old horse cavalryman. Hell, the Germans moved more troops in through Perigueux just yesterday. By the time I get support here, they’ll be dug in deep.”

“We need to catch our breath,” said Bradley. “It’s been a good run since we crossed the Spanish frontier, but now we’re hitting some real opposition. You didn’t think the Germans were going to just let us waltz into Paris, did you? Ike is correct. We need to build up a good head of steam here before we go at them in earnest. Those divisions coming from the states are essential. We simply can’t go on the offensive without them.”

“Montgomery might be one to sit and watch his teapot boil,” said Patton, “but I just don’t have the temperament for it. Alright, why don’t we drive down to Miramont to look over the front near Castillones in your 4th Corps area. They’ve got that new SS division there, and I want to take their measure.”

“Well let’s hope they aren’t as tall as this outfit we just ran into. They stopped us right in our tracks, and then pushed us back ten klicks to boot.”

“Don’t remind me, Brad, don’t remind me. In the meantime, we’ve no shortage of ammunition. I want division and corps level artillery to pound those sons-of-bitches all day long. If Hitler sends his best here to hold the line, I want them to pay the toll.”

“George, anyone who cozies up to you on the dance floor gets bit on the ear. Come on, let’s get moving.”

 

* * *

 

While Patton was chaffing at the bit, Montgomery was continuing in his same methodical manner, a ground game as opposed to a passing game on the gridiron of war. He had good, solid infantry divisions east of the Rhone, and he would send them up to the scrimmage line, get those three yards on the opening attack, then push on to get four more the next day, and a first down by the third day. By so doing, his forces were slowly grinding their way towards Valence on both sides of the river, and the German defense was only now beginning to receive more reinforcements to try and slow him down, or force a fumble and turnover so they might hit back and recover lost yardage.

All the while, O’Connor was getting his forces together, taking the reins in hand for his four chariots, 1st, 6th, 7th and 10th Armored Divisions. They would be supported by 1st and 5th British Infantry, giving him a very strong fist, highly mobile, and perfectly suited to his disposition and talents. He was assembling just west of the Canadians, which were on Monty’s extreme left, with Clark on his own left. There was some discussion as to whether he might take over command of the Canadian Corps to balance the two armies, but for now the Canucks would live in the grey zone on that border.

Monty had been very pleased with the fervor and skill being shown by the Free French Corps. It had the 1st Motorized Division, 2nd and 4th Moroccan, and a number of independent mountain regiments, and it had kept pace with the British advance east of the Rhone every step of the way.

The problem now, as Montgomery saw things, was geography. The French Alps were on his right, and the highlands of the Central Massif on his left. The Rhone River Valley was simply too narrow for him to add much more to the ten divisions he had pushing there, which was why O’Connor had moved so far west. But even he had difficult terrain in front of him, with few good roads.

“You might try pushing up through Saint Lauren,” he said to O’Connor. “From there you could go for Saint Flour, and then take these better roads coming down from Clermont. That’s where I’ll eventually need you. It’s useless trying to convince the Yanks that we need to swing everything this way. Patton is 300 miles to your left, and not likely to be of any help, and Clark… Well, he’s rather slow. So I’m counting on you, Richie. Clermont is your objective, and you’ll need to pull out all the stops to get there. By the way, we’ve spotted a new arrival—another Panzer division, the 24th from vehicle markings photographed this morning. It pulled into Bardaroux by rail last night.”

“Well, I got up 1st Infantry last night as well,” said O’Connor. “But Bardaroux is in the Canadian sector.”

“You can look after them in the short run,” said Monty, “at least until we get 11th Armored and 15th Scottish Division. They’ll stand as the reserve Ike is mandating—one division from every field army. I suppose it’s a wise precaution, but I don’t like having to knock on the neighbor’s front door to ask permission for my cousins to stroll in my own backyard. Eisenhower says that none of the reserve divisions are to be committed without his say so.”

“Come now, Monty, we must play politics at times. The Yanks pulled their weight in North Africa, and they’re doing the same here. We wouldn’t even be here without them. I’d still be back in that damnable desert.”

“A pity we haven’t got Kinlan around any longer.”

“Most unfortunate,” said O’Connor. “It still gives me the chills to think what happened with all of that. I mean, there we were, and our own great grandsons show up to put their shoulder to the wheel, and just when we needed them. I can still hardly believe it.”

“Well,” said Monty, “they aren’t all gone. Don’t forget those two behemoths we have secreted away on the Isle of Man. I never got a look inside one.”

“I did, and they’re bloody marvelous—air conditioned, plenty of room, and with gadgets and gizmos that would boggle your mind. My god, there were glass panels that would light up like a Christmas tree, and all you had to do was touch them and things would happen. I’ve never seen anything like it, and probably never will again.”

“It’s been a comfort knowing the Kingdom was safe and sound enough to build them,” said Montgomery, “and that our great grandchildren live and still fight for freedom in that time. I suppose it’s our job here to give them that.”

“Yes,” said O’Connor. “Knowing we come out on top here makes a good bit of difference, but it won’t stop the dying. We’ll have our work cut out for us, that’s for sure.”






 



 





 




 
Part IV






 







Another Life




 


“
 As a man, casting off worn out garments taketh new ones, so the dweller in the body, entereth into ones that are new.”


 


―
 Epictetus



 







 


Chapter 10


 


They
 watched it burn for a good long while, the dark grey smoke thickening to black, the bright red and yellow flames raging ever higher. The wood would hiss and pop as it burned, and little by little, the key load bearing beams and columns were consumed, until they gave way in a chaotic snap, sending a plume of wild red cinders and glowing embers up into the deepening gloom. It was as if long decades were burning, the death of the railway inn being a key supporting beam that had allowed them to ever exist, the floorboards of the years warped and bent, then broken in the collapse, and devoured by the flames.

If there was ever a key that had been crafted to secure that back stairway, it was certainly useless now. While the inn at Ilanskiy burned, the hapless innkeeper and his wife and daughter simply looked on in helpless, confused agony. Their livelihood and home had been destroyed there in one fell deed, and the dark coated man who had ordered them outside had offered them no explanation.

When it was over, Tyrenkov walked up to them, his face revealing no emotion. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch, which he coldly handed the innkeeper, his eyes dark and unfeeling.

“The deed to the land that inn once sat upon is now property of the Tsar,” he said. “I have given you enough to resettle elsewhere, and see to your needs, but your time here as innkeeper is now over. The inn will not be rebuilt—ever again. Understand? Otherwise, you are free to go, and no harm will come to you. The state has no interest in your fate.”

The man nodded slowly, his hand trembling as he took the leather pouch, feeling the hard metal of coinage within. There were twenty gold “imperials” worth 15 Rubles each, twenty more half-imperials, worth seven Rubles and fifty Kopecks each. Ten more five Ruble coins brought the total to 500 Rubles, the annual wage of a typical low-level administrator in those days. There were also bills that would triple that sum, for the value of the land and building that was lost. Yet the cost to generations of unborn souls to come could not be calculated at that dark moment in time.

The back stairway at Ilanskiy was gone, and the implications of that, should Tyrenkov’s edict stand to prevent the inn from ever being rebuilt, were simply staggering. It would mean that Fedorov would never come to that inn on his journey west from Vladivostok in the 1940s, and never hear that dark and ominous rumble from the shadowed depths of that stairwell. He would never find young Mironov in the dining room, and never make that errant whisper in his ear, the warning that had changed all history. It would also mean there would be no inn for Volkov to find in 2021, and no way for him to work his way back to 1908 either.

Yet there, in the dark unfathomable heart of all of that, was another deficit—for there would be no reason for Tyrenkov to have ever been sent down those stairs on this mission, to find Orlov and Volkov as he did. There was the darkness and frigid cold of Paradox, but it was something Tyrenkov had thought about for a very long time, until he had come to a conclusion about it in his calculating mind. Now, however, he was tying off a little loose end as he watched the innkeeper mourn the loss of his livelihood.

“One more thing,” said Tyrenkov. “I will want the name of the builder, and any documents he might possess concerning the construction of this inn.”

He had seen what Karpov had done when Fedorov’s Marines had demolished that stairway once. Once he got his hands on that man and his line drawings, he painstakingly rebuilt that wing of the inn. That would never be allowed to happen again.

He turned, eying Volkov and Orlov where they stood, watching the last of the flames in the blackened rubble. “Well,” he said. “That will certainly send a little shudder forward, won’t it. If my intention here alone was not enough to get things to move, burning that inn has just started a nice little avalanche. Karpov and Fedorov will know it now. Yes, they’ll know it to the bone.”

 

* * *

 

 Thirty-five years in the future, Fedorov and Karpov had left that very same railway inn, not knowing that the building had just burned to the ground in 1908, creating yet another impossible conundrum for time to resolve.

They had gone out to the mooring tower where the great airship Tunguska
 was anchored, climbing the long ladder up until they reached the metal platform just beneath the ship. While Fedorov did not know what Tyrenkov had done, at least not at that moment, and nothing around them seemed to change, he nonetheless felt a strange shudder sweep through him, a darkness, something cold and lost, like a wind out of infinity blowing on a frigid, starless night.

He physically hugged away the sensation of cold he felt, looking at Karpov, who was also looking about him now, up at the great bulbous mass of the airship, noting the weather conditions, the wind moving the trees low on the taiga. It was clear that he perceived something out of place as well.

“Did you feel that?” asked Fedorov.

“Must be a draft,” said Karpov. “September in Siberia can herald the coming of winter.”

“No… It was more than that… I feel very odd. Something isn’t right. Can you feel it?”

“More presentiments of doom, Fedorov? Still rankled by the fact that you precious history has been tampered with—and even before you got your hands on things back here? You know I told you that was the case some time ago. Remember?”

Fedorov did remember, looking at him strangely. They had been talking about their situation, and trying to determine what they could do about Volkov and of course Orlov as well, their lost sheep….


“I wouldn’t worry too much about Orlov just yet,” Karpov had told him. “As you say, he’ll blunder in sometime, and probably fall right into my security on that upper landing one of these days. Forget about him. We’ll eventually apprehend him, but that still won’t solve all our other problems, getting everyone else forward with us, including Ivan Volkov.”



“No… I suppose it won’t.”



“So you see, trying to run off on another wild bear hunt for Orlov is yesterday’s news, Fedorov. We’ve already done that, and trying to do it again won’t bag us Volkov….”



Karpov had since decided that they could at least try to put that bag on Volkov, which was why Tyrenkov had gone back, and why Fedorov had perceived that something was vastly and darkly wrong now. They had faced their inherent fear that trying to eliminate Volkov in 1908 would cause catastrophic changes on the meridian where they had been struggling to win the war.



 “If we eliminate Volkov in 1908,” Karpov had argued, “assuming we could even find him there, then who knows what happens to this time line? With him gone, there’s no Orenburg Federation, and time would then have to reset everything here, millions of individual fate lines. It would bring everything down like the twin towers.”



“We visualize that as utter chaos and catastrophe,” said Fedorov, “but it might not happen that way. If Mother Time was kind enough to allow us to keep our heads full of the things we’ve done here, we might simply wake up one morning and find ourselves in a completely different world, a different meridian of time, a different war.”



“But not the one from your history books,” said Karpov. “We’re too far off course to ever get that back, particularly with Sergei Kirov doing what he did to Josef Stalin. You see, none of this matters. We can shuffle the deck any way we please here, have it any way you like it, and it will simply be a new arrangement of things, a different set of cards to play out—but play them out we must. You were so dead set on restoring things to accord with your history in the beginning, but that was just another poker hand, the same as this one.”



“But it was the original time line,” Fedorov had argued.



“Was it?” Karpov smiled. “A moment ago you told me that this Elena Fairchild was a member of the Watch, the group Admiral Tovey founded to look for us. Well now, that ship was right there in 2021, the same year and time line where we were when Kirov
 first sortied. In fact, it was headed for the Black Sea while I was in the Pacific fighting with Captain Tanner and the American 7th Fleet. So how could she be a member of the Watch, and getting predictions about 9/11? That group wasn’t founded until we shifted back.”



Fedorov raised both eyebrows this time. “Well by that time we had
 already shifted back, and then returned to Vladivostok. So our history was already influenced by the things we did in the past on that first loop. Yes, Tovey did establish the Watch, and that had to be one of the effects that migrated forward.”



“You’re saying that this Miss Fairchild was just minding her own business, herding her little oil tankers around for love and profit before the Orel blew us into the past? Then one day she wakes up and realizes she is now a member of this nefarious group? She realizes that she is privy to everything we did in the past? That may be so, but I think otherwise. I’ll bet that if you asked her whether she was in this group on the day we sortied, she would affirm that. If so, that can mean only one thing: that meridian was already altered.”



There it was, Karpov’s logic had gotten right to the heart of the matter. If Fairchild was, indeed a member of the Watch on that day, before the accident that sent Kirov
 back into the 1940s, then changes to the time line were already in play.



“But how?” said Fedorov. “Who could have caused it to change?”



“Who else? We
 caused it. Why else would she be a member of a group established to track Kirov
 down? I don’t think our disappearance in the North Sea may have been the first instance of travel through time, it may be that we did all this before; perhaps many times before. Who can say?”



“Then why don’t we remember those instances? You and I remember the first loop, and here we are in the second. If there was anything prior, why wouldn’t we remember it?”



“Who knows, Fedorov? I could come up with many reasons. Perhaps the ship went back earlier, but did not survive. Suppose we were all killed. Dead men don’t have memories. On the other hand, it may be that someone else is responsible—someone else moving in time.”



“That’s a rather ominous assumption.”



“Possibly. All I’m saying is this: if the Watch existed before we first left Severomorsk, then it did so because that sortie was not the first. You can say that Fairchild just suddenly realizes she’s a Watchstander, but I think otherwise. So you see? If I’m correct, then the world we were living in wasn’t even the original history. All your books were already altered, even though you believed them to be the gospel truth. The deck had already been shuffled. That’s a little humbling, isn’t it? There we were, thinking we were the founding fathers for all these changes, and all the effort to set things right was for naught. What if that world was just one of many? What if this loop business has been going on for some time, and our recollection can only go back so far, perhaps one or two loops? After all, there’s only so much room in your head.”



Fedorov did not quite know what to make of that. His theory may have been correct, but Karpov made a good point. Taking his view, it really didn’t matter what they did here. Things would resolve one way or another. Yet something in him still resisted the very presence of the ship and crew here, displaced in time, aliens, interlopers, weeds blown in to infest the Devil’s Garden.



They had tried to return, and on more than on occasion. He remembered the empty world they had found, blighted and burned; devoid of life. His assumption had been that the war starting in 2021 had been the cause of all they saw, but now he recalled the great doom Fairchild had first warned them about, a real possibility that had been seconded by the American Physicist, Dr. Paul Dorland. They had never determined just how far forward in time they shifted.



Here he was, and with a feeling in his gut that seemed to arise from that same sense of doom. What could they do? Seeing things the way Karpov did seemed to resolve one of any responsibility. Karpov simply saw himself as one more agent of change, just like the Demon Volcano, or Krakatoa, or any of the other key players on this stage. Some agents of change brought new order to the world, others brought chaos. Volkov had been one such man, and they had launched their mission, sending Tyrenkov back like an arrow to seek him out. Yet they had no idea that Tyrenkov would have a mind of his own, and the will to use it. If he succeeded, the world would never be the same.



Altered States… That’s the way the world was, like a stack of photographs of the same incident, each taken from a different angle. They all showed the same thing, but they were all different.



Their mission underway, Karpov had now come round again to the same rhyme and reason he held to earlier. The history beneath their feet was no longer reliable. Therefore, what was one to do, leave it for a completely uncertain future? Fedorov and Volsky wanted to go home, remove the contagion, abandon the world they had so fatally altered and simply leave it to its own devices—let it become what it would on its own. But Karpov had seen that future, as dark and foreboding as the one they had seen before, and if his trip up the back stairway at Ilanskiy was any indication of what it would be when they arrived there, he wanted no part of it. He felt no allegiance to it whatsoever now. His life was here—now—in the middle of this war, and he wanted to win it, shape it, and the world that followed after it.



He had been willing to try and eliminate Volkov, mostly because he hated the bastard, and it would solve a good many problems for him here if Volkov had never built his Orenburg Federation. But he did not fear the consequences. Whether it was hubris, or merely his innate self-confidence, Karpov could not see how the removal of Volkov from this history would compromise his position here. The past could change as it wished, and he would still come upon it like a wolf, come with all the power of Kirov
 , and make his kill.



Or so he believed….


 

 


 



 



 



 



Chapter 11



 



The
 final battle for Fiji was brief and violent, and over by mid-April of 1943. The carrier duel off Yasawa had sealed the fate of the Japanese 16th Army units on that distant island. While only the light carrier Junyo
 and the small battle carrier Gozo Kiryu
 had been sunk, there had also been significant damage to several fleet carriers, particularly to Akagi
 and Tosa
 . The light carrier Hiyo
 also took heavy damage, and there was lighter damage on the fleet carrier Soryu
 , and battle carrier Ryujin
 . Several cruisers had been hit, as well as the battleship Kongo
 . Yamamoto had been forced to withdraw the relief convoy for the Fijis and make an ignominious retreat. He felt himself lucky to have saved all those troops and supplies after that disastrous clash with the rejuvenated US Navy.

The Americans had taken much lighter damage. The new Essex
 Class reincarnation of the Lexington
 took the worst of it, but when the ship reached Pago Pago, it was returned operational readiness in just six days. She was seaworthy again, but had damage below the waterline that would need better facilities to repair. Nimitz decided not to risk further harm to the ship, and ordered Halsey to send it to Pearl Harbor.

With the Japanese Combined Fleet in retreat, a long interval of calm would ensue, as both sides consolidated, rested troops, tried to rebuild depleted air squadrons, and repair those ships. In that interval, the US cleared Efate, landing 6th Marines for the initial assault, and then 8th Marines to finish the job. The smaller adjacent islands were all cleared and occupied by April Fool’s Day.

As for Fiji, Yamamoto knew it was doomed, for he could not protect any substantial resupply effort for at least another two months. Akagi
 had to be sent home to Japan after initial repairs at Rabaul, and Tosa
 was going to be laid up nearly a month at Truk. He could operate by combining some regular fleet units with those of the Shadō Butai
 , but if they were to engage and suffer losses, the overall position of the fleet would be very grave.

So the best he could do for Fiji would be to try and get as many men off as possible. To do this, he would use fast destroyers and cruisers, with light air cover provided by the smaller battle carriers. He would not risk the only two fleet carriers at his disposal, Taiho
 and Kaga
 , which would be needed if any transport fleet were sent to try and evacuate the Fiji Group. This meant he could only pull out a battalion on any given run to the islands, using destroyers, cruisers and sometimes submarines, and always operating at night.

The SNLF Marine battalions were pulled off first, then the valuable aviation engineers. By the end of May, he had managed to extricate another regiment from the main army forces, but all the rest were doomed, and the Army would hold this against him for the duration of the war. He would be called Teitoku wa nanimoshinai
 , or “Admiral Do Nothing,” and the burn of shame was heavy on the back of his neck through that hot summer.

A very strange feeling had come over the Admiral. He felt out of place, dispossessed, a shadow of his old self. Perhaps it was the terrible defeat the fleet had suffered, the undoing of the entire operation that was so boldly launched to secure Fiji and Samoa. Operation FS was now decisively defeated, and by June 1st, the Americans had secured all of the Fiji Group after a long and bitter struggle with the diehard forces of the 38th and 48th Divisions.

That alone should have accounted for the Admiral’s malaise, but it was something more. Not even the letters from home served as a delight to him any longer. Those from his mistress Kawai Chiyoko were always placed on the top of the stack by his aides, but still he remained listless and despondent. It was as if life no longer held any meaning for him, for what good was a defeated Admiral?

In truth, the feelings he was struggling with had arisen from a far deeper place, the very root and stem of his being. He wrote to Chiyoko: “When I consider how the last three or four years have passed like a dream, and picture to myself the next ten, twenty, thirty still to come, life seems more and more like a fleeting illusion; I'm beset by a sense of impermanence, by the idea that fame and riches, love and hate, are all as evanescent as the morning dew.
 ”

Indeed, the Admiral was not even supposed to be alive in that hour. The American operation to intercept and shoot down his plane was to have taken his life on the 18th of April 1943, but that had not happened. He had been forewarned by Captain Harada, and avoided that sad fate, but life still exacted a toll from its new and most prominent Zombie. The feeling would persist for some weeks, and then Yamamoto would shake himself, realizing the war had no place for his dark inner sentimentality, and that he had a responsibility to the Fleet, the Army and his country.

The Americans had also assaulted New Caledonia in their first big counteroffensive, and MacArthur had then methodically advanced from Noumea north, all the way to the tip of that island, seeing the Ichiki Regiment die to the last man. With Fiji, New Caledonia and Efate all secured, the Americans then had to rest their own weary combat trained divisions, and lay their plans for future operations.

Yet while Japan had been stopped, and thrust back for the first time in the war, she was not without resources. New ships were going to be added to the fleet soon, and the old ships would be repaired.

By June, thought Yamamoto, I will have five fleet carriers back again. That is a match for anything the Americans can put against me, and I can augment that force with elements of the Shadō Butai.
 Then we will have new carriers in the Tosa
 Class, Shirane
 and Mikasa,
 and best of all, the completion of the largest in the world, Shinano
 . We should have converted both Yamato
 and Musashi
 the same way, but it is far too late for that now. We must live with the decisions made 18 months ago, when our prospects were far brighter. Yet Shinano
 will be something to see. Perhaps I will forsake Yamato
 and set my flag on that ship when it departs from Kure. Yes, I could fly home, visit with family and my cherished Chiyoko, and then proudly return with Shinano
 to renew the struggle. Yet where can we strike?

As always, the presence of that dreadful enemy ship, Mizuchi
 , is always on my mind. Yet it seems to have vanished in recent months. There has been no sighting since that bold attack on Truk. Could it be that our great grandsons have settled that matter for me?

There is another reason to go home. I am told by Captain Harada that the new flotilla that appeared off Eniwetok has now returned to Hiroshima Bay, there to meet with Admiral Nagano, Fleet Admiral and Chief of the Naval General Staff. It is high time he knew the secret I have long held in the palm of my hand here, though he will not learn it by seeing Captain Harada’s ship, as I did. Alas, Takami
 was not the invincible warrior I had hoped it would be. It could not best Mizuchi
 , but with all these new ships, that demon was at least driven off.

I have sent a long message by personal courier to Nagano, telling him of both Mizuchi, Takami
 and this Admiral Kita. There I urged him to commit those ships to find and kill Mizuchi
 . If they can do that, and yet survive, then they can join the fleet here, and become powerful new additions to our order of battle. Yet for now, until Nagano decides their fate, I must face the Americans with what I have, the proud and capable men that serve me here, and the excellent ships we still have at our disposal.

What to do? The Army sends strong new reserves, yet they are unwilling to undertake any far-reaching operations, or hold territory that cannot be supported by land based fighters. They no longer trust that the Navy can protect their soldiers when at sea, and I suppose I cannot blame them after what happened to 16th Army in the Fijis.

So we must look to the Solomons now. Against my better judgment, I have decided to comply with the Army’s demand that our troops be withdrawn from Luganville on Espiritu Santo. That would have made a very good forward outpost, but we have learned a hard lesson in over-extending ourselves, and I suppose that continuing the fight in the New Hebrides would see us at a disadvantage. So now we build our defensive bastions in the Solomons. We still have Port Moresby, and that must be held, but there is a stubborn enemy incursion at Milne Bay… Perhaps that should be the focus of a second offensive. We were defeated there last time, but with all these new Army troops, we could take that place, and should do so before it is strongly reinforced.

That is an offensive that could be easily supported from Port Moresby and our fighter fields at Lae, Buna, and Gona. Seizing Gili-Gili on Milne Bay will also give us an excellent forward field on the edge of the Coral Sea, and together with Port Moresby, and fields at Munda and Tulagi, we will have a strong outer rampart for our overall defense.

The field at Munda is as yet unknown to our enemies. The Army was very clever. They needed to cut down the trees to clear ground for the air strip, but that would also remove concealing cover that those same trees provide. So their engineers rigged out a system of cables to hold the tops of the trees in place, then they simply cut the lower trunks away to begin building that field. Yet such clever and expedient measures are a testament to our weakness, or rather the growing strength of the enemy air power. Our Zeroes would have once provided all the cover those engineers needed. Now the engineers must use cables and half hewn trees to hide our business from enemy eyes. How things have changed.

Our situation may look serious, but this setback concerning Operation-FS is only temporary. As soon as those new carriers come on line, we will again have the edge on Nimitz and Halsey when it comes to mobile sea power. We will have all of eight fleet carriers, more than at the outset of the war, and to that we can add four light carriers and six escort hybrid carriers in the Shadō Butai.
 Yet behind these new arrivals expected in the next few months, we have very little else in the pipeline. Unryu
 will be another long year in the making.

I feel as though I have been given that year now. The fog is lifting, and the listless mood that has been on me is subsiding. Now I must look to the future, and do whatever I can with the time that remains. Yes, that is it. I understand it now. I was mourning the loss of another self, an old life that had taken me to that last great battle, and the edge of defeat for the first time. But that is over. I must throw off my funeral shroud, and be seen again on deck in dress Navy Whites.

This is another life…

 

* * *

 

As always, MacArthur had his mind mostly set on New Guinea as a means of beginning the advance on Rabaul, Japan’s principle supply base for the Solomons. The General was under no illusions that his enemy would collapse after that fleet action off Yasawa. US Intel knew of the massive infusion of fresh troops promised by the Japanese Army, their Generals apparently deciding that they would do on the ground what the hapless Yamamoto could not do on the sea.

A conference was convened in Washington known as the Pacific Military Conference, and MacArthur was quick to send his Chief of Staff, Maj. Gen. Richard K. Sutherland, along with a plan he had drawn up called ELKTON. Observing the arrival of fresh Japanese divisions to replace those lost in the Fiji Campaign, Sutherland painted a dark picture that estimated Japan could send as many as ten divisions to the Solomons, perhaps even fifteen. No such capability existed, even after the scaled down operations in China, but it was always good policy to scare the planners at home when you were about to request troops for your own offensives.

Five operations were laid out, all involving the seizure of key sites for airfields, first in New Guinea and New Georgia, then in New Britain and Bougainville, slowly closing a ring of steel around Rabaul. For this, MacArthur wanted five new divisions and over 1,800 new planes. He was soon told that he could only have three divisions, and a few hundred more planes. Big plans were being laid on the West front, and that was where the emphasis would go.

To mollify MacArthur, the Joint Chiefs decided that this “Task” as it was described, would come under MacArthur’s strategic direction. That meant that in the short run Nimitz and his Navy and Marines would be MacArthur’s. Now the General looked at Milne Bay for what it was, a foot in the door where New Guinea was concerned, and the base of supply for a move up either coast. Any attack up the west coast would end at Port Moresby, but Nimitz suggested, and MacArthur agreed, that an attack up the east coast would simply cut that port off once it reached Buna and Gona at the base of the Huon Peninsula. If it was found that Milne Bay was compromised in any way, then the option to go for Port Moresby was always on the table.

An earlier directive from the Joint Chiefs had emphasized the importance of establishing airfields to support the eventual advance on Rabaul. Milne Bay was to be reinforced, and MacArthur was directed to include the occupation of Woodlark and Kiriwina, two large islands in the southern central Solomons that would give Allied air squadrons a commanding position covering that sea.

To coordinate initial operations, MacArthur wanted to meet with the principle man in the seat at the fighting edge of the Navy. He had already discussed broad strategic concerns with Nimitz, and now he wanted to huddle with Halsey. The two men would develop a solid and cooperative relationship. Indeed, Halsey was much impressed by MacArthur, writing: “I have seldom seen a man who makes a quicker, stronger, more favorable impression.... On the few occasions when I disagreed with him, I told him so, and we discussed the issue until one of us changed his mind. My mental picture poses him against the background of these discussions; he is pacing his office, almost wearing a groove between his large, bare desk and the portrait of George Washington that faced it; his corncob pipe is in his hand (I rarely saw him smoke it), and he is making his points in a diction I have never heard surpassed.”
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“Admiral,” said MacArthur, before we can even begin looking at the Solomons, I’ll need to know what’s happening with Luganville on Espiritu Santo. Will the Japanese defend it?”

“Not in my estimation,” said Halsey. “They’ve been pulling the same stunt they did on Fiji, running cruisers and destroyers down from Tulagi to arrive by night, and they’re pulling men and equipment out as fast as they can. It’s 650 miles from Luganville to Tulagi. That’s fine for their bombers, but they can’t provide much fighter coverage for them at that range. We loaded up Efate with squadrons from Fiji, and when the Japs tried to hit us, they got chopped to pieces. The only way they can pose any real threat is if Yamamoto wants to commit his carriers, and if he does, I’ll bushwhack him, just like we did against his Fiji operation.”

“Then is it fair to say we can occupy that island soon? They may not want it, but we certainly do. Luganville has good ground for airstrips and decent anchorages. It will provide us a good command base for the push into the Solomons.”

“We’re already putting in Marine scout groups on Maelkuia and Ambrym south of Luganville. Thus far, all they’ve run into are coastwatchers. Nimitz thinks we can have the place free of charge in two weeks, but if necessary, I can move 8th Marines from Efate on 48 hour notice.”

“Good… Good. I want Luganville up and running as a solid logistical support base by June 1st. From there, we’re looking at two operations. The first is Tulagi, the best anchorage in the entire Solomon chain.”

“What about Guadalcanal?”

“There’s some indication they have an airfield underway there, but no significant ground strength.”

“That will likely change,” said Halsey. “They have to put the garrison from Luganville somewhere, and Guadalcanal is a likely candidate.”

“All the more reason to get things rolling as soon as possible. We’ve renamed the plan. The old Elkton code name is now Cartwheel. We’ll have to take Tulagi to secure a foothold and gain possession of that anchorage. To the east, the Joint Chiefs want us to take Woodlark and Kiriwina, to protect Milne Bay and get airfields so we can cover the central Solomons. Then we roll things right up that chain like a cartwheel. We’ll want Munda Point on New Georgia, and from there I think the Buin-Shortland Islands area is next on the dance card. I want to be in Lae at the base of the Huon Peninsula in New Guinea 90 days after we kick this thing off.”

“That’s a fairly ambitious timetable,” said Halsey.

“Admiral,” said MacArthur, “I’m a fairly ambitious man.”






 


Chapter 12


 


Masatane
 Kanda, Commander of Japan’s crack 6th Kumamoto Division, was not a man to be trifled with. A career officer who had entered the service in 1911, he was a grim hearted perfectionist, meticulous in planning, demanding of his officers and troops, ruthless in confronting his enemies. The division he commanded had built up an equally ruthless reputation, perhaps one of the toughest in the Army.

Kanda had landed at the new Japanese supply base in the Admiralty Islands, Momote. It had been established as a backup to Rabaul, a receiving station for transports arriving from Japan bearing the Army’s promised reinforcements for the South Pacific. The General was not alone. Within weeks of his arrival, the 3rd Nagoya Division would arrive under General Takaji Takahashi. Both units had been part of the veteran 11th Army, known as the “cutting edge” of the Imperial Japanese Army in China. They were among the very best troops remaining in service to the Empire, together with General Matsui Takuro’s elite 5th Division, the heart of Yamashita Army in the Malaya Campaign.

These three divisions were the Army’s answer to the insult and shame they had suffered in the Fiji Island Group, which they largely blamed on the Navy’s failure to support the troops. The Navy never adequately supplied them, nor could it deliver vital reserves in the counterstroke the Army agreed to, forcing the 5th Division to beat a hasty retreat to Rabaul. By sending these veteran divisions, the Army was throwing down a gauntlet to challenge any further advance by the American and Australian troops under MacArthur.

Four more divisions would also be sent, the 17th, 20th, 41st and 51th Divisions. Unlike those veterans of long years fighting in China, these were all reserve Army divisions raised during the war, and intended for rear area garrison duty. The 3rd, 5th and 6th would be the hammer the Japanese would use should the Americans dare to invade the Solomons.

Yet due to the long struggle for the Fijis and New Caledonia, the Solomons were not strongly garrisoned. There had only been small SNLF units at Tulagi, a few engineering units and the Shimada Detachment on Guadalcanal, which was all the Japanese had in the south until those islands began receiving a few units evacuated from the New Hebrides. While neither the 38th or 48th Divisions survived as intact formations, troops that were extracted from Fiji were grouped into ad-hoc detachments named for their commanders, Sakaguchi and Kawaguchi. They would be sent to Truk for a much-needed rest, while these fresh troops began to plan their forward deployment into the middle and southern Solomons.

General Imamura’s 8th Area Army Group would now be composed of two armies. The 17th under General Harukichi Hayakutake would be given responsibility for the Solomon Islands, and the 18th under Lt. General Hatazo Adachi would control operations in New Guinea, New Britain, and New Ireland. As it was expected that the Solomons would be the next enemy target, 17th Army would get those three crack divisions, though the Army suggested, and then insisted that the 5th Division be held in reserve. Three reservist divisions would go to the 18th Army for New Guinea, the 20th, 41st and 51st. The 17th Division was scheduled to arrive in October.

General Masatane Kanda’s 6th Division would not linger at Momote. They boarded transports for deployment south into the Solomons in early April, destined for the New Georgia Island Group, with one regiment posted further southeast at Tulagi. The Army had suggested abandoning all the islands in the lower Solomons, but Yamamoto would not hear of that. The anchorage at Tulagi was too valuable, one of the best in all the South Pacific, and Guadalcanal, though wild and untamed, still offered prospects for airfields due to its enormous size. Beyond that, Yamamoto wanted to be certain he held Buin and the Shortlands, and also saw prospects in New Georgia and Santa Isabel. Imamura therefore agreed to use the other two regiments of the 6th Division in the New Georgia Group.

As his division deployed, General Kanda issued a rather blunt and acidic statement as to what he expected of his men: “We must fight to the end to avenge the shame of our country's humiliation in the Fiji Group.... There can be no rest until our bastard foes are battered, and bowed in shame, till their bright red blood adds yet more luster to the badge of the 6th Division. Our battle cry will be heard afar, and strike fear in the hearts of the bold, and crush our opponents forever. We will master each foe with our strength and might, and from each battle we rise the victor....”

It was a distant growl, like that of a great cat stalking the Solomons, but those “bastard foes” the General was railing against were wolves in their own rite, 1st and 2nd Marine Divisions, asnd they would be coming very soon… but not where the Japanese expected them.

 

* * *

 


Shinano
 was completed a full year ahead of schedule, the crown jewel on the Shadow Fleet program, and Admiral Yamamoto was proud to set his flag there, the first time his headquarters for Combined Fleet had ever been established on an aircraft carrier. He had flown to Japan for a brief meeting with his boss, Admiral Nagano, as much to gauge his reaction to the revelations he surely experienced in meeting Admiral Kita.

“In all truth,” Nagano had told him, “I could not believe what I was told, and yet, there were those ships—some even admitting women as part of the crew!”

“Were you given a demonstration of their weapons?” Yamamoto smiled.

“Just seeing the aircraft they possessed was shocking. I have never seen anything like them, sleek dark bats, and with terrible speed and power.”

“I first encountered one of these ships at Davao, and was truly amazed. You must forgive me for keeping that a closely held secret, but what was I to say? This was a truth that could only be grasped first hand, seen with your own eyes, which is why I asked this Admiral Kita to sail to home waters. Now for another dark truth. The ship that has bedeviled us since Nagumo was attacked after Pearl Harbor, the ship we call Mizuchi
 , it is also an interloper from this future time.”

“That explains why Mutsu
 and Chikuma
 were beaten to near scrap.”

“Indeed,” said Yamamoto. “I assume you met with Captain Harada?”

“Yes, all their Captains.”

“That man commanded the ship I first encountered—Takami
 . Unfortunately, it did not survive—another victim of the Siberian raider. And this is why I implored you to first utilize Admiral Kita’s fleet to find and destroy Mizuchi
 . As long as that ship remains at large, all our operations are in jeopardy, and we have enough to contend with in the American Navy.”

“It will please you to know I have done what you asked. Kita’s task force will remain in the home waters, because Mizuchi was spotted well north, in the Sea of Okhotsk, escorting convoys to Karafuto. I considered sending these new ships to confront the Siberians, but decided they would likely be spotted. The Siberians have been building up considerable air power, many planes they are getting from the Soviets.”

“I do not think they would have bothered Kita. His ships are more than capable of defending themselves against any ships or aircraft of our day.”

“But they would alert Mizuchi
 .”

“Yes, but that is the point. We must use Kita to deal with that ship, and if he prevails, then we take that sword south to destroy the Americans.”

“Why not simply do that now?”

“Because there is no guarantee that a decisive battle could be engaged. It could be weeks or months before Halsey masses for another operation. In the meantime, what if Mizuchi
 should begin operating against the Home Islands? I believe you were wise to do as I have suggested. Send Kita north if you think it best, or perhaps simply keep him ready if Mizuchi
 attempts to move south. Their radars, their aircraft, have astounding capabilities. If the Siberians move south, they will find that ship. So instead of chasing the enemy, we wait until he comes to give battle.”

“And our own operations?” asked Nagano. “Tojo has berated me for our performance in Operation FS.”

“Yes, I have heard the same from Imamura and all the rest. The simple fact was that we were beaten, and rather decisively, in that action off Yasawa. These new American carriers are quite capable. Their pilots are getting much better now, a match for our own veterans of the Misty Lagoon. Their newest fighter is now capable of defeating our own fighters, and we will soon need better planes, particularly in the land based squadrons.”

“The Army is apparently quite determined to stop the American advance,” said Nagano. “Why else would they send you their very best divisions?”

“Well and good,” said Yamamoto. “They may be fine troops, but the mobility the Americans now have is somewhat alarming. We could strongly garrison a defensive outpost, only to see it bypassed.”

“This is why the Army wished to center their defense on New Britain. They know that Rabaul will likely not be bypassed, and that island gives the Army plenty of room for battle.”

“Yet it was necessary to convince Imamura to fight for the lower Solomons as well,” said Yamamoto. “The Army would not remain in the New Hebrides, but we cannot give them Tulagi, Munda, Buin and the Shortlands. The Solomons are an essential part of our overall defensive network. Now we have the carriers to give battle once more. The period of retrenchment is over.”

“Yet we have nothing behind these new ships for another long year,” Nagano warned. “You must fight, Admiral, but remember that. This could be a long war—much longer than we anticipated.”

Yamamoto looked at him, his eyes somewhat sad. “I must tell you one more thing, and perhaps it is something that occurred to you as well. In speaking with these newcomers, I spent some time in the library aboard one of their vessels. In it, there was a complete history of the war we are now fighting—every battle, every victory and yes, every defeat.”

“This did occur to me,” said Nagano. “I was tempted to look beneath the kimono in asking questions of these men, but decided that what I imagined there would serve my mind better than the flesh.”

“Well I was not so reserved,” said Yamamoto. “I read these accounts, and you must know what they foretell. Japan loses this war, and our defeat is so terrible and complete that whole cities are destroyed in the homeland, Tokyo burned to a blackened ruin, and many others. The Emperor survives, but our nation is occupied and literally ruled by the man I now do battle with, MacArthur.”

Nagano seemed shocked. “Now you have torn that kimono,” he said. “This was what I feared, until I saw those ships, those smart young sailors standing to attention, and then I had hope. If what they said was true, then Japan lived on, and we prevailed.”

“I wish it were so,” said Yamamoto, “but that was not what was documented in that library. It was most disturbing.”

“Perhaps that was the real reason I did not press these men for knowledge of the future,” said Nagano. “It was the fear of learning to a certainty what you have just revealed. Now I am possessed with the urge to query them again, and learn anything that might be advantageous to our war effort. They can tell us what the Americans are planning.”

“Yamamoto shrugged. “I can tell you that right now. They are planning to sink our ships and shoot down our planes before we can do the same to them. After that, what the Army does will not matter. I’m not even sure they could help us as you suggest. There is more…. Things are changing.” Yamamoto leaned closer, lowering his voice as if confiding some dark secret. “In the history I read, I selected my Midway Operation instead of Operation FS, yet in the end, the result was much the same. Their history showed that the Midway plan resulted in a disastrous defeat. The entire Kido Butai
 was wiped out in that single battle. Knowing that took a little of the sting off our setback at Yasawa. We had many ships damaged, but only a few that were permanently sunk. Now we have had the time to repair them, and with these new ships, Shinano, Shirane, Mikasa,
 we are stronger than ever. Strangely, those last two were never built in their history, nor were many ships we have commissioned in our Shadō Fleet program.”

“Very strange. Are you saying we never went to the Fiji Group?”

“Correct. Nor did we ever successfully occupy Port Moresby. In fact, the decisive battle on the ground with the Americans was at Guadalcanal. And it turned out much the same as events on Viti Levu. The only thing we have done with Operation FS is buy time, perhaps six months, but I fear this will end as I saw it in those books.”

“Guadalcanal? We’ve only surveyed the place for airfield construction.”

“True, we barely have a footprint there with the Shimada Detachment. If these things never came to pass, then other things may have changed in the history. In fact, I think it is all becoming something new now, and nothing I might find in that ship’s library.”

“What changed it? How could this have happened?”

“I do not know for certain, but the mere presence of these men here must serve to weigh heavily on the scales of time. I believe they are the ones responsible. Quite frankly, I was warned about Midway, by one of their officers.”

“I see…. Then Admiral, if you are writing this history anew, write it well. If what you say is true, then nothing in those books may come to pass—including the destruction of our nation. Write it differently, with your own hand, for now we are all living another life.”

“For me, that is a literal truth,” said Yamamoto with a sigh. “Because I was to have died in a plane crash—shot down by American P-38’s—and two months ago. Yes, Admiral, this is another life indeed.”
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 A step backward, after making a wrong turn,



is a step in the right direction.”


 


―
 Kurt Vonnegut










 



Chapter 13



 



The
 fleet left the Home Islands after a gala sendoff at the pier, the entire crew turned out in dress whites, lining the long flight deck in precise rows. On the 10th of July they would sortie in two groups. Yamamoto was proud to take his new flagship to sea from Yokohama, where the Emperor himself had come to the harbor to quietly witness the departure of the massive carrier, displacing some 60,000 tons. Behind Shinano
 would come two older veterans that had been sent home for repairs after the battle off Yasawa, Tosa
 and Akagi
 . They were all ships that had started their lives as battleships, conceived in a time when that class of ship was believed to be the king of the seas.

Two more ships with similar ancestry would sortie from Kobe, Admiral Tamon Yamaguchi, former commander of the 2nd Carrier Division, was now appointed to take charge of Japan’s newest fleet carriers, Shirane
 and Mikasa
 . They would sail with the smaller escort carrier Okami
 , and both groups would rendezvous at Iwo Jima before uniting to form one massive task force, as big as the one that had opened the war at Pearl Harbor, the new Kido Butai.


Built on the unused hulls for the Amagi
 Class Battlecruisers, Shirane
 and Mikasa
 retained much of the toughness that a fighting ship of that class would have. Their belt armor was 210mm, and like Taiho
 , she had an armored flight deck of 95mm, with even better tower armor of 75mm compared to 25mm. While they could theoretically carry a maximum of 84 planes, only 63 were ready for each carrier that day, but they were Japan’s newest naval air squadrons, with 27 A6M3 Zeroes, 18 D4Y1 dive bombers, and 18 more B6N1 torpedo bombers.

The ships weighed in at 33,660 tons, a good 10,000 tons heavier than a ship like the Hiryu
 or Soryu
 , which had both been under 20,000 tons. Yet for all that weight and armor, the ship’s hull and powerful engines made it very fast, achieving 34 knots at trials, and they were also very maneuverable. With an endurance of 12,000 nautical miles, they could range out for days or weeks at sea, if they could survive that long in the face of determined enemy opposition. Yet ask any Japanese naval commander of that day whether he would like to have those two ships, or the two battlecruisers they were once intended to be, and the answer would be unanimous in favor of those carriers.

The Shadow Fleet had been secretly building for years, the hulls, and all their interior spaces and machinery nearly finished before the orders came to convert the ships to carriers a long year ago. In that interval, the construction of heavy gun turrets was largely stopped, provision was made for hangar spaces and fuel bunkerage. Then all that was required was a single island structure and the flight deck, a construction job that was much simpler than building out the entire superstructure of a battleship.

In the case of these two ships, the carrier design had existed much earlier, so the typical shell magazines and heavily armored barbettes were never completed. Instead of heavy 16-inch shells, the new magazines would be filled with torpedoes and 1000-pound bombs, and the barbette spaces would become protected elevator areas, a total of three on these new ships, right where each of the three gun turrets might have been installed. When completed, they were fast, beautiful carriers, perhaps not as efficient as the purpose build Shokaku
 Class, but definitely more durable. Both those excellent ships had been sunk in the battles of the Coral and Koro Sea, but a carrier with that heavier armor, like Taiho
 , had already survived several engagements and was still there to continue the fight.

When she went to war, Japan had seven fleet carriers, (which included Tosa
 ). Three had already been sunk, but with the coming of the Shadow Fleet, four more replaced them, along with the many light battle carriers that had been built to replace the loss of Shoho
 , and Junyo
 , and the retirement of the aging Hosho
 . It was indeed a second life for the Combined Fleet, but Yamamoto knew that it was his last life in this war. The coming year would decide the fate of his nation. By the time Unryu
 arrived, the next fleet carrier scheduled to come out of the shipyards, everything would already be decided.

The period of retrenchment was now over. The infusion of strong new Army divisions, and now the return of the Kido Butai
 , had restored Japan to its former might, on both land and sea. Yet for every ship the Americans had lost, they had also built a replacement. While five of the six US fleet carriers starting the war had been sunk, (excluding Langly
 and Ranger
 ), Yorktown
 and Lexington
 were both back afloat as new Essex
 Class carriers, and they had been joined by Bunker Hill, Intrepid,
 and Ticonderoga
 , to replace the Hornet,
 Wasp
 and Saratoga
 . Add in Enterprise
 and the Essex
 itself, and the US Navy was also now stronger than it was in 1941.

To these, the US Navy was now adding a fleet of 11,000-ton light carriers, built on the hulls intended for Cleveland
 Class cruisers, their numbers growing by the month. Independence, Princeton, Belleau Wood, Monterey, Long Island
 and Casablanca
 were already in the Pacific, and many more, in three different classes, would come behind them. Beyond that, the Americans had a kind of Shadow Fleet of their own, experimenting with the battle carriers Antietam, Shiloh, Gettysburg
 and Vicksburg
 , and getting good service from them.

So while both fleets now had relative parity with one another, on the ground and at sea, the biggest difference was what the Americans had in the shipyards to replace any losses they might sustain. At least 15 more Essex
 class carriers would be built, four more Independence
 Class light carriers, four more Sangamon
 Class escort carriers, and a score of additional escort carriers beginning with Commencement Bay
 .

The Japanese had plans to build six fleet carriers in the Unryu
 Class, a modified version of the older Hiryu
 Class, but in the real history, only three tasted the sea. They had also planned a simplified model of that ship, the Ikoma
 Class, with nine hulls to be laid down, but not one was ever fully completed. So the US could lose all their fleet carriers, and they would replace them twice over. Japan could simply never hope to match that production, and so to have any chance of winning their war, they would have to inflict a decisive defeat on the Americans in the coming months…. Or suffer the fate Admiral Yamamoto had warned Nagano of, the complete destruction of their armed forces, and their cities reduced to burning, radioactive ruins. The ‘World War’ was fast becoming total war, and there would be no restraint when the bombers took to the skies.

So it was that Yamamoto decided to begin operations by revisiting the Milne Bay Campaign that had failed earlier. When the Australians had defeated four crack SNLF battalions trying to take the place nearly a year ago, this time the entire 3rd Infantry Division would be committed. It was making preparations at Momote in the Admiralties, the transports gathering there to lift the troops to New Guinea. As soon as Yamamoto’s new Kido Butai
 arrived, the operation would commence.

Milne Bay was all of 22 miles long and 10 miles wide, and any direct approach to Gili-Gili at the western end would surely be spotted by coastwatchers, and perhaps even subjected to fire from artillery or coastal batteries. Gili-Gili sat on a broad coastal plain broken by many watercourses, which was in fact, a floodplain. North and south of that bay, the rugged Stirling Mountain ranges stood like castle walls, only here, the ‘moat’ was inside the castle. The annual rainfall there was an astounding 200 inches, and heavy rains could make the place a quagmire in little time. The ground near Gili-Gili was a little more solid, and so coconut plantations had been grown, and there was enough solid area for a small airstrip. The dirt tracks that passed for roads in the area were few, and none spanned the highlands surrounding the bay, which were thick with grass that could grow up to ten feet tall, and heavy scrub.

While the bay was a good natural anchorage, ships caught there by air strikes would be sitting ducks, with little room to maneuver and a very predictable route of escape to the eastern mouth of the bay. The northern peninsula framing the bay narrowed to distances of one to three miles in places, and that did not seem too daunting a march over difficult ground. The Japanese plan was therefore not to attempt to navigate the coral reefs and islets to enter the bay itself, but to land on that northern spur, and cross at those narrow sections to then march along the coast to the head of the bay.

In the meantime, the Japanese were still evacuating Luganville on Espiritu Santo, and all while the US was mustering its resources for the plans MacArthur had devised with Nimitz and Halsey. The US wanted Luganville cleared so they could get control of the airfields there. It would make an excellent forward base before they pushed into the Solomons, and the Japanese did not seem to want to contest it. The last of their troops departed by July 12, leaving only two French Battalions on the Island, still technically at war with the Allied cause, but having little stomach for that fight. With the Japanese present, they had little recourse other than to cooperate, but once they were gone, any resistance they might offer would simply be a matter of honor.

On the 15th Admiral Clifton ‘Ziggy’ Sprague, rendezvoused with Admiral Ray Spruance off Baker Island after the long sea journey from Pearl. They were bringing all the new flattops in theater, Bunker Hill
 , Ticonderoga, Intrepid
 , along with the Lexington
 , freshly repaired and seaworthy again. Light carriers Independence, Princeton, Monterey
 and Casablanca
 rounded out the rodeo, which waited while the fuel hungry destroyers topped off from the oiler Tippecanoe
 . They would then proceed in two groups, heading for the New Hebrides where landings had been planned for Luganville, Ndeni and Kiri Kira further north in the Santa Cruz Islands.

By the 15th of July, real power was rolling with the swells. The US had 3rd and 9th Marine Regiments from Aukland, 6th Marine Regiment and the 164th and 182nd Regiments of the 23rd Division from Suva, were all loaded and moving toward their destinations. Those movements encompassed over 250,000 tons of shipping, and put more than 25,000 troops at sea. Admiral Halsey had shaken hands with the Essex
 , returning from minor repairs at Brisbane, and now he moved to cover the planned landing by 23rd Division at Luganville.

At the same time, Yamamoto was hastening south with the Kido Butai
 to cover the landings planned against Milne Bay, and Nagumo was bringing in the Shadō Butai
 from Truk, massing 90% of Japan’s carrier power for this operation. At that moment, the two sides were pursuing different aims, but those operations would bring them close enough to make for some real fireworks if they collided. The US would get things moving first when the 23rd Infantry landed at Luganville.

MacArthur wanted to give an Army division some experience with amphibious operations, and came to regret it. When he learned that there had been 563 casualties, mostly minor injuries suffered due to mishandled boats in the heavy surf, he realized he might better leave the initial assault landings to the Marines. Other than that, by the 18th of July, the US was ashore on Espiritu Santo in considerable force, receiving only token desultory artillery fire from the French, who then sent a Lieutenant to discuss their honorable surrender. Luganville was therefore secured by the 21st of July.

Around that time, Halsey received reports that Milne Bay was being hammered again from the air, only this time it looked like carrier based planes.

“Let’s get up a posse and see what’s going on up there,” he said, ordering both Spruance and Sprague to follow him northwest.

When the US carriers were spotted by planes out of Port Moresby, Yamamoto had a difficult decision to make. His transports were still unloading, and one more day would be required to complete the job. Yet from the position of that sighting report, the American carriers would be within easy striking range of his beachhead the following morning. If he allowed his transports to continue their unloading operation that night, they would be nice fat targets in the morning.

“Sir,” said the new Air Operations Officer aboard Shinano
 . “We could order a fighter sweep over Milne Bay tomorrow morning, and hopefully it would catch the enemy planes.”

Yamamoto considered that for a moment, then decided. “No”, he said. “It is too risky. The transports will suspend unloading operations and withdraw immediately. I do not like our position here. To strike at the American carriers, we would have to move south tonight, into very restricted waters with numerous coral reefs and shallows, and in bad weather. Yet from here, only our torpedo planes and a few of the longer range dive bombers could hope to reach the enemy. They would be cut to pieces without adequate escort. So we will wait. In fact, I will order Nagumo to cease his ground strikes on the enemy positions at Milne Bay and pull back. Then, if the enemy wishes to strike us, he must enter the Solomon Sea.”

For Yamamoto, discretion was the better part of valor here. While he had many younger officers chafing to get at the enemy, he opted instead to preserve his transports, get them to safety, and then invite the Americans to come for him if they so desired. Any advance by the US carriers into the Solomon Sea would be from a predictable direction, and also subject to land based attack from Japanese planes at Buin, the Shortlands and Lae. Admiral Do Nothing was being very cagey today, but he knew his enemy well.

“This man Halsey is called the Bull,” he said to the Captain after he had dismissed the Air Operations Officer. “So I will wave my cape and dance, but not stand in his path. We have sufficient troops and supplies ashore. Let us see what the Americans do tomorrow.”






 


Chapter 14



 



Yamamoto’s
 caution resulted in a standoff throughout the last week of July. The Japanese had all of 3rd Division ashore, though the troops had no more than two weeks combat supply at that time. The Admiral had saved his transports, but at the expense of adequately supplying those ground troops, which did nothing to improve General Imamura’s mood. He sent a tersely worded message to Yamamoto at sea: Imperative that I-Go Ground element receives additional supply
 , and it was intercepted and decoded by US listening posts.

So Halsey had the scuttlebutt on the situation at Milne Bay, which did not surprise him. “The Japs are low on soup,” he said Captain Murry on the Enterprise. “So they can join the club. Our own garrison hasn’t had a delivery for the last three weeks, and they’ll be hungry soon too. How long before the Marines are ready to hit that place?”

The Marines were the 3rd and 9th Regiments that had shipped out from Aukland. They had been intended to back up the landing of the 123rd at Luganville, but that was such a roll over that the units were then re-tasked to Milne Bay. Then Brigadier General Lemul C. Shepherd pointed out that the regiment had not been combat loaded when they left Aukland.

“They just crammed stuff in anywhere it would fit. Nobody said we were going to make an amphibious assault until after we made landfall at Luganville. Now we aren’t even going there! If we try to put ashore in this state, it will be a three ring circus.”

Shepherd could complain with the best of them when he needed to. A veteran of the first war, he would win the Navy Cross twice, receive the Legion of Merit Award, collect a fistful of stars in bronze, silver and gold, and a Purple Heart. After the war he would go on to become the 20th Commandant of the Marine Corps, so he was a man who would be listened to when he spoke. It was therefore decided that the two transport groups would be diverted to Cairns and Townsville to reload for combat amphibious landings, and this was just one of the SNAFU’s that would plague the US offensive machine as it began to get up speed, but the decision would have consequences.

In the meantime, Halsey ordered Spruance and Sprague to hit the airfields the enemy had been using to pound Milne Bay, but was not happy with the results in that operation either. Port Moresby was socked in with low clouds, and so the strike was diverted to Buna instead, a field the Japanese weren’t even using yet. On the way in, Yamamoto’s long range CAP mixed it up with the US planes and came out much the better, getting three fighters and four dive bombers and losing only two Zeroes. The next day’s strike did little better, prompting Halsey to call off the ground attacks and stand pat for a few days while he had his Air Boss ruffle some feathers.

 In that interval, the Japanese tried to sneak in a small transport on the night of the 28th, and as soon as it was spotted Halsey ordered an immediate strike on Milne Bay to stop the operation. This time his pilots did their job, finding and sinking the Aso Maru
 , escorted by a single destroyer that was able to escape unharmed. So the Japanese traded that transport for three days supply that they managed to get ashore before the US planes took them out of the war for good.

Now it was Yamamoto’s turn to be unhappy. He had ordered the delivery to appease Imamura, already knowing what kind of talk must be going on at the General’s headquarters. They would say the Navy was up to the same old game, delivering troops and then failing to supply them so they could fight. The truth was that it was going to be very risky for either side to get ships into Milne Bay while the carriers stayed within strike range as they were. Both sides could hit that target with everything they had, while each remained just outside the strike range of the other side.

This tense standoff would go on until the 1st of August, when MacArthur made it known that he wanted action with those Marines. Frustrated with the shadow boxing, as he called it, Halsey was eager to comply.

“Why not just hit Port Moresby?” Murray suggested. “We could knock that off like a bird on a wire.”

“That’s going to be rotten fruit soon,” said Halsey. “The Japs can’t supply it while we’re sitting here in the Coral Sea, and if they try to load up planes there, we can pound that field all day long. I could even send Lee over to give them a good hard knock, but Big Mac wants us somewhere else.”

“Fair enough,” said Murray. “The boys are spoiling for a good fight. We licked them off Yasawa, and we can do it again. What’s the ticket?”

 “The Marines have been ordered to relieve the Aussies at Milne Bay,” said Halsey, “so we’re going to hit them with everything we have. We move as soon as the transports reach Point Zulu, and if Yamamoto wants to do anything about it, we’ll bust him one, right in the mouth.”

Halsey was now ‘putting the question’ to the reluctant Admiral. He could fight, and against the full might of US carrier based power at that time, or he could go home. Unfortunately for Halsey, the limited port capacity at both Cairns and Townsville caused a considerable delay when the ships hove to and tried to get themselves sorted out. “It was an unceremonious mess,” as Shepherd would put it later. “Yet in spite of what happened, I still believe that if we had tried to land as we were, and under enemy fire, the situation would have been even worse.”

‘The situation’ he was referring to was the crack Japanese 3rd Infantry Division. It had been at war since August 23, 1937, when it landed as part of the Japanese assault on Shanghai. It was a battle that grew with time to involve almost a million men, a kind of Stalingrad in the far east, with troops on both sides fighting house to house in the heart of the sprawling city. The Chinese would refer to the battle as the “grinding mill of flesh and blood.” Over 100,000 civilian corpses littered the rubble of the city when the battle was finally over, and 70% of Shanghai’s workshops and factories were destroyed.

Between 1937 and its withdrawal in May of 1943 in this history, the 3rd Division had fought in twelve very difficult campaigns, so this posting to the South Pacific seemed like a vacation to many of the most veteran soldiers, with bitter memories of the fighting in China. The entire division had landed and then it methodically closed in on the defenders of Milne Bay, now primarily the Australian 22nd Brigade, with a few independent battalions. While the Americans were sorting through crates of ammunition, repositioning vehicles, hounding the Marines into different sections of the ships, the 3rd Infantry Division made a series of well-coordinated deliberate attacks on the defenses of Milne Bay.

The Australians, also veterans of the fighting in Malaya and Singapore against Tiger Yamashita’s troops, fought a very stubborn defense. But one by one, the Japanese reduced their strongpoints, and then, on the 1st of August, the final attack stormed Gili-Gili and won the day for Imperial Japan. The remnants of the defenders were driven southwest, retreating towards the small friendly outposts at Mullins Harbor.

When he got the news that Milne Bay had been effectively captured by the enemy, Halsey fumed. “We didn’t think this one through,” he said. “Now, if we try and land at Gili-Gili, the whole Goddamn 3rd Division will be waiting for us.”

“We’ve still got Mullin’s Harbor,” said Captain Murray.

“If we’re lucky, we can get a few battalions in that way.” The Bull folded his arms, frustrated. He had been using the time well, pounding the airfield at Port Moresby where the Japanese had moved in a squadron of 24 Zeroes. By the time he was finished, the field was a complete wreck and there were five enemy fighters left in that group, which were ordered to fly to Lae that very same day. Port Moresby was 200 miles from Milne Bay, but Lae was 338 miles off, too far for the Japanese to provide any air support to 3rd Division. The fields at Buna, Gona and Salamaua were not yet well developed with adequate aviation support, and could therefore only serve as emergency landing strips. So if Halsey proceeded, he would dominate the air and sea, unless Yamamoto stepped forward to fight.

 

* * *

 

Step forward he did.

On the 3rd of August, as the American transport fleets began to rendezvous in the Coral Sea, Yamamoto ordered both the Kido Butai
 and Shadō Butai
 to converge on a point some 50 miles northeast of Milne Bay. From that location he could oppose or destroy any attempted landing by US forces, and also be close enough to any US carriers covering that operation.

The seas were rough the night before the operation, as the Japanese were advancing behind a storm front that was moving southeast. The crews on the hanger deck of Shinano
 had to work overtime, with extra men assigned to the ordnance and arming of the planes. At times, the swells were so heavy that even the great mass of Shinano
 seemed like a small thing, and the heavy torpedoes were particularly difficult to move and mount in those conditions. Eventually, the thick lines of thunderstorms passed them, leaving a period of relative calm to get carrier operations underway.

The planes were all mounted for the initial launch, a light rain sweeping over the heavy metal flight deck before dawn. Occasionally, a rogue wave was still big enough to wash over the forward end of the flight deck, but the ship remained steady, a massive 60,000 ton steel airfield at sea.

The first recon planes were up well before sunrise, and by 06:00, the first strike wave was spotted on deck, the engines already warming under the careful eyes of the Flight Deck Hikocho.
 It was going to be the opening of the second act of the war, and soon all six carriers would have their planes up and circling to receive the last Shotai
 , ready to move southwest to look for the Americans. Along with Shinano
 , the flight decks of the new fleet carriers Shirane
 and Mikasa
 , and the two older warriors Tosa
 and Akagi
 , were also bristling with planes. The light battle carrier Okami
 rounded out the half dozen carriers in that task force, a formidable presence.

But the Kido Butai
 would not get the honor of the first blow that day. Admiral Nagumo, eager to redeem himself after several outings where he had faced clear defeat, would be the first to launch his planes, some 25 miles to the east with his Shadō Butai.
 Nagumo was leading out the two Dragon Lords, heavy battle carriers Ryujin
 and Kinryu
 , with the light battle carriers Kitsune, Kagami
 and scout carrier Gozo Kaya
 . It would be his planes that would find the Americans first, but they would meet a wall of steel unlike anything ever encountered before.

Nagumo’s first wave was not strong, consisting of 10 older D3A and 10 newer D4Y dive bombers, and 16 B6N torpedo bombers. His force had a modest strike capability, and was heavier on fighters, as the battle carriers had been conceived as a kind of forward scouting element, meant to find and engage the enemy carriers while the main strike would come from the Kido Butai.
 It was a jab before the right cross, and those 36 strike planes were accompanied by 40 Zeros. Unfortunately, there were over 100 US fighters up on forward CAP defense, and they had a field day, falling on the Japanese planes and decimating them as they emerged from the heavy cloud cover.

Eleven of the 20 dive bombers would go down, and ten of the16 torpedo bombers. Seven more Zeroes would be lost, but they took down six US fighters. His probing first strike smashed before it could even lay eyes on a single American ship, Nagumo’s bad luck continued to haunt him. Yet the action had pulled in squadron after squadron from the American CAP, and Yamamoto’s planes, coming in 25 miles to the west, would now have a much easier time.

The main strike would consist of 44 dive bombers, 26 D3A (Val), 18 D4Y (Judy), and 28 torpedo bombers, 12 B6N (Jill) and 16 older B5N (Kate). Another 43 Zeroes would be in escort and they found the way through the thinner US fighter screen to make their attack on Taffy 11, with Ray Spruance commanding Ticonderoga
 and Lexington
 , with CVLs Monterey
 and Belleau Wood
 .

The first hit of the action occurred at 07:40 hours, when a 1000-pound bomb struck Ticonderoga
 amidships. It was a glancing blow that blasted away an AA gun mound on the side of the ship, started a small fire, but did little other harm. Thereafter, the seas would erupt with the tall geysers of other bombs falling all around the flattops, but not a single one would hit metal that morning. It would be the torpedo planes that would do the real damage, able to get in on good approach lines due to the thinner CAP, and Monterey
 would feel their bite with two hits that shook the small 11,000 ton carrier and then set off a massive fuel storage explosion that put the ship in grave danger.

The smoke was thick and black over the ship, and the General Quarters Officer of the Deck was ordered to go below and assess the severity of the damage. He would get down there, make his report, but would never see that flight deck again. A bulkhead gave way under the intense heat of the fires, and there was a partial collapse of the flight deck, taking his life. No one knew it at that moment, but that explosion sent a tiny ripple forward in time that would change American history, for the man who died that day was one Gerald R. Ford, destined to become the 40th Vice President of the United States when Spiro Agnew resigned, and then the 38th President after the resignation of Richard Nixon. He would have been the only man to hold both offices without being elected to either one, but that distinction would never come to him now.

Those hits to Monterey
 were the worst of it. Battleship Massachusetts
 would also take a torpedo, which cause a good amount of flooding and took out two boilers, but the ship was still underway, her AA guns pocking up the sky with dark roses of smoke and fire.

Just when it seemed things were over, the skies darkened with thick flights of more enemy planes. This second wave had come in from the northwest, falling on Taffy 12 under Ziggy Sprague. There sat Bunker Hill, Intrepid
 , with CVLs Independence
 and Princeton
 , and the battleship North Dakota
 provided the heart of the flak defense that day. The dive bombers veered off course and swooped down on Taffy 11, drawn inexorably to the smoke and fire surrounding Monterey
 . Yet as before, their aim was sorely lacking. They were mostly new pilots, as raw an untested as their ships, and the restless sea took 39 of those 40 bombs—but one struck the Lexington
 , penetrating the flight deck and exploding near one of the elevators to cause considerable damage there. The torpedo bombers would get one lance into the Bunker Hill,
 but it would produce only minor flooding.

It was the Independence
 that would bear the brunt of that attack, taking three torpedoes, all on her starboard side. The heavy flooding that resulted became a struggle to save the ship as it started to go into an immediate list. Three planes that had just landed, but were not yet secured, went skidding right off the flight deck into the sea, and heavy smoke soon obscured the entire ship. The flooding would be so bad that there was soon no question about the fate of Independence
 . She was going down, and it was now only a matter of trying to get as many men off the ship as possible before that happened.

So it was the Kido Butai
 that landed the first heavy punch, taking both Monterey
 and Independence
 out of the game with those deadly torpedoes. The bomb hit on Lexington
 caused the most damage among the fleet carriers, but that ship was still operational, and the fires were quickly put out. Bunker Hill
 reported minor damage, and Ticonderoga
 had barely been scratched.

Those hits had come at a high cost. The Kido Butai
 had thrown 138 strike planes and 64 Zeroes at the enemy that morning. They would lose 58 of those strike planes, and another eight fighters, with many more planes damaged but still able to fly. There would also be damaged planes that would fail to return, others that would be forced to ditch, or sustain further damage on landing. In effect, squadrons were being completely shattered as they were used, the chaos of loss and disorder implicit in the very practice of their craft of war. That tally would only worsen when Halsey’s counterstrike reached for the Japanese carriers twenty minutes later. Thirty percent losses would approach 50% before this day would end.

Now it was payback time.

 

 


 










 



Chapter 15



 



Time
 was a jealous mistress. She would be trifled with only at great risk, and Yamamoto could feel that in his bones that morning—the terrible risk he was now taking in closing with the enemy here.

These are new ships, he thought, rushed into service without adequate time for training and sea trials. The need was so great that we had little choice. They are young, the pilots and flight crews eager to start their war, and proud to fight for our nation at long last, but that inexperience will show itself here this morning. How many will return to Shinano
 after they are waved off that long flight deck? How many names must I engrave on that plaque after this day?

We may achieve the element of surprise by attacking through these thunderheads. The drama of such a thing is not lost in the heat of this hour. There they go, climbing into the grey skies, into that cold, unfeeling rain. There they go, young men barely twenty years into this life, and sent there by this old man who has no license to even be walking this deck! I should be dead now, and the fact that I live on here, in this second life, is a cruel injustice when so many of these young men may die in the next few hours.

I spent a long hour this morning in my quarters, unable to sleep, and thinking only of my dear geisha
 Chiyoko. How selfish of me, when I send so many here to face death when they have not even tasted the sweetness of this life yet. So now I go to my place on the bridge, and all eyes will follow me, looking for any sign of the many emotions I hide within me. Yet I must show them nothing, wear my kabuki
 mask of calm as these young men fight and die.



This is the first time I stand with the carriers, instead of waiting to receive news of the battle from the safety of Yamato
 . So this time I will not sit playing quiet games of chess with my logistics officer, Watanabe, while the reports are shouted at me by the duty officers. This time I will see these events first hand, and know the terror of the battle that others endure with quiet dignity—Nagumo, Hara,
 Yamaguchi…. There will be no time for playing shōgi
 .

 

The first news he would have came from a message signal sent by Nagumo: “Initial Strike fails to reach enemy. Preparing second strike.”
 The Admiral could read between those words and realize that things had not gone well. Nagumo had not wired that his strike failed to find the enemy, but that it failed to even reach the enemy. That could only mean that the defense was very strong.

He did not then know that the failure of Nagumo’s strike would be instrumental in thinning out the American CAP and allowing his planes to get through to the enemy carriers. The next news he would get would be delivered by Admiral Halsey.

At 09:00 hours, the radio was suddenly alive with orders being shouted by the defensive CAP screen above. Then the heavy clouds seemed to spawn a host of hornets, the skies above darkening with enemy planes. The Admiral walked slowly out onto the weather deck, and quietly observed the swirling battle overhead as the white winged zeroes began to fall on the enemy squadrons. He could see, with some amazement, the tense sharp turns of the fighters, and just make out the ripple of yellow fire coming from their guns. Then he saw long lines of dive bombers peeling off to make their attacks, and soon he could hear the distant whine of their engines as they began to dive. The thought that each small dot in the grey sky was carrying a thousand pounds of death under its belly, was most unnerving.

Down they came, the fleet opening fire with everything they had, mostly the 25mm AA guns that Japan used throughout the war, even though it was a cumbersome and unreliable weapon, with a small magazine that was difficult to reload, and poor mechanics that made it slow to find its target when ready. The gunnery officers were pointing out targets, the guns firing in a steel chatter that sent long tracers up into the sky. Heavier guns blasted away, the sixteen 12.7cm dual purpose guns of Shinano
 beginning to roar into action. The new ship would be put to a severe test that day, for its sheer size seemed to attract the attention of many of those enemy squadrons.

The first two bombs to find the ship were near misses, with most of their energy expended against that heavy side armor, reaching 400mm amidships. The third bomb struck the armored flight deck, and did not even go off, but the fourth finally hit home, forward on the long deck with the eruption of a dark black explosion there that destroyed two fighters being moved to ready takeoff positions further aft. Yamamoto watched them blown to pieces, one wing severed and burning on the cold metal deck. There were two more names for his engraving, and he wondered how many others had already died in their attack against the Americans.

His attention was drawn to Shirane
 , following second in line aft of the flagship. There was suddenly a bright flash there, then a much larger explosion that produced heavy rolling black smoke. That was a fuel bunker, he knew, and that meant a lot of trouble for the ship unless the resulting fires could be extinguished quickly.

Then he saw the blue winged torpedo bombers vectoring in on his own ship, heard the captain shouting orders to maneuver, felt the surge of the engines as Shinano
 responded. Yet the big ship turned much too slowly, and it would not avoid the deadly lance aimed its way, striking aft in the worst possible place, and very near the engines and screws. The impact did not seem all that great when the torpedo hit, but the damage was much worse than it seemed at first. There would be trouble with the engines, and severe flooding aft began in a matter of minutes.

When he saw Akagi
 also take a bomb forward in her flight deck, he could only hope his new pilots had put at least equal harm on the unseen enemy carriers. In one fell swoop, half his carriers were hit and on fire. Yet the other side of that coin was the fact that Mikasa
 , Tosa
 and battle carrier Kagami
 were completely unscathed.

“Admiral! Sir! You must come in!”

It was Admiral Ugaki, his stalwart Chief of Staff, still fretting over the fact that the Fleet Flag had been transferred to Shinano
 . The headquarters of the combined Fleet at sea, with its commanding officer and many high ranking officers, were all at risk here, and Ugaki wanted Yamamoto safe behind the armored walls of the bridge tower.

An unhappy man at his root, Ugaki had complained when he learned Admiral Kita had been left behind in the Home Islands, and with all those wonder ships at his disposal. He could only imagine what those rockets would be doing to the American planes now, and thought that Shinano
 would not be burning forward and limping aft if those ships had been present. Four bomb hits and a torpedo, and on the very first mission Shinano
 would fight. It was only luck that two of those bombs were near misses, and one failed to detonate.

“I have the first reports from Nagumo,” he shouted, hoping to lure Yamamoto to the relative safety of the bridge. Yet the Admiral was lost in his binoculars, trying to ascertain how bad the damage was on Shirane
 . He would only wave his white gloved hand, beckoning Ugaki to join him, and so Ugaki’s ploy had failed, and now he would be exposed on the weather deck as well.

The news was not good. Four of Nagumo’s five carriers had each taken a single bomb hit. While the heavier armor on Kinryu
 allowed it to shrug off that hit, the lighter and smaller Okami
 and Kitsune
 were both heavily damaged, with an ammunition magazine explosion on the Okami
 that caused heavy fires and loss of life. Kinryu
 would be hit a second time, and still sustain very little damage.

“I told you this was risky,” said Ugaki, his tone disconsolate, and almost accusing. “Look, even Kongo
 has been hit by a torpedo.”

“Of course it was risky,” said Yamamoto. “That is war. Would you rather we do nothing, and make real the barbs the Army jabs at us each day? Do not worry, Shinano
 can still fight on. Those bombs did not harm us.”

Armor, thought Yamamoto. The Dragon Lord class has proved again the worth of good armor in battle. We should have put more armor on the Akagi
 as well. While the lighter ships burn like paper Orgami,
 the thick scales of those dragons allow them to fight on. And yet now I take upon myself the consequences of the risk I took in fighting here, but what else could have been done? Was I to withdraw, leaving the American fleet unfought? That said, Ugaki is right in one respect. We have already taken heavy damage, both to these ships, and undoubtedly among the squadrons still in the air.

“Do not fret, Ugaki,” said Yamamoto. “This was the reason I left Taiho
 at Momote Harbor, and the reason why Kaga
 is still at Rabaul, and Soryu
 still at Truk. These young sailors had to learn to fight one day, and this is that day. Yes, we are hurt, but hopefully we have hurt our enemy as well. Yet even if we must retire to see to the wellbeing of our damaged ships, we still have three fleet carriers in reserve, and the Kido Butai
 can reform in a matter of days.”

“But where will we get the planes? The reports coming in indicate heavy losses.”

Yamamoto took a deep breath, also shouldering the weight of all those young deaths. Then he spoke, yet his voice was flat, and almost lifeless. “I anticipated these losses, and took the liberty of ordering reserve aircraft from Kobe twelve days ago. That convoy will be unloading at Momote even as we speak. So the planes will be ready for us… if we can find men to fly them. The fleet will be disorganized. We must now withdraw and look to regrouping on all carriers still fully operational. See to it. In the meantime, I wish to go below decks and see the damage first hand.”

What he would soon see, was extensive damage to ship systems, particularly due to flooding into several boiler rooms. He could already sense that the massive ship was off-kilter, and heavy aft. She was underway, but had slowed. He gave orders to a Lieutenant to signal nearby destroyers to assume positions around Shinano
 for escort.

Years in the shipyards, he thought, the work of thousands of men, but only days at sea, and minutes in battle before this mighty ship must retire. Assuming the Americans do not find us again, we have months of repair work ahead for Shinano
 . My mission now is to find a safe harbor, and as quickly as possible.

The final toll would see five of the eleven carriers he sent into battle put out of action, Shinano, Shirane,
 and Akagi
 along with Kitsune
 and Okami
 in the battle carrier group. But he could still add three fleet carriers to the five good decks that survived the action, and consolidate all the planes from the damaged ships to build out new air groups. That would take time, perhaps another five days or longer, and in that interval, Milne Bay would be vulnerable to counterattack. What have we done to the enemy, he wondered?


Monterey
 was barely afloat, but slowly limping west toward Cairns. Some miles to the north, Independence
 was yet another wounded water buffalo, but she would never get home. Several Japanese planes, unable to land on the burning decks of their home carriers, had diverted to Port Moresby. While the airfield was cratered by at least 40 bomb hits, there was still enough open ground for those planes to land, and good service crews there to help get them rearmed.

Without orders, they would take to the air on their own, and go looking to find the enemy that had struck their home decks. They would find the Independence
 , and all it would take was one lonesome Kate, with a single fighter in escort, to end that light carrier’s career. That fourth torpedo hit would spell the end for the ship, and the two destroyers in escort could now only serve by getting as many men out of the sea as they could before the ship went down.

As for the rest of the fleet, Lexington
 had the worst damage, with an elevator destroyed and a big hole in her flight deck that would need more than patching. Bunker Hill
 had light damage, a week’s work when she reached a friendly port, and Ticonderoga
 was fully operational. Aside from the torpedo Massachusetts
 had taken, the fleet was sound. When he tallied up his air assets after the fight, Halsey found he still had over 500 planes available, and so the operation against Milne Bay would proceed.

After a day to reorganize his squadrons, he planned on heading right back into action, ready to hit the Japanese and soften them up for the Marines. He sent a message to ‘Ching’ on the Washington
 , Rear Admiral Willis Augustus Lee, a man he admired greatly.

“Tell Ching he can have his battleships back, and sorry for the dent I put into Massachusetts
 . I want him to get forward and give the Japs at Milne Bay one hell of a good pounding.”

Lee would give Massachusetts
 a pass due to her flotation damage, but he would take North Dakota, Washington
 and North Carolina
 forward with a destroyer screen, and do exactly what Halsey wanted. Indiana
 would remain with Halsey. All reports had the Japanese carriers retiring, so Halsey and Lee wanted to make the most of the time they had, and hit the enemy as hard as they could. In addition to 3rd and 9th Marine Regiments, additional forces from 37th Division put out from Fiji, and that task force was already entering the Coral Sea to become the floating reserve for this landing. Halsey would have that air power, three battleships and six cruisers, and a flock of destroyers, but he would find that the Japanese troops at Milne Bay would be tenacious and skilled defenders.

At the outset, as US planes made ready to deliver their rain of bombs, and the heavy shells were being loaded into those long cold gun barrels, it would be steel against flesh. But the battle would not be decided that way. It would have to be decided man to man, on those beaches, in those jungles and plantations, and in the muck and mire of Gili-Gili, under a hard, remorseless rain. Halsey and his Marine commanders all knew that, but what they did not yet know was that not a single Marine tasked with the counterattack at Milne Bay would ever land there….
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“
 A step backward, after making a wrong turn, is a step in the right direction.”


 


―
 Kurt Vonnegut


 






 


Chapter 16



 



As
 eager as he was to finish a job once it had been undertaken, Halsey still had many reservations on the course he was now setting. Murray could see it in his eyes, and hear it in the silence around him when he would stand out on the weather deck, gazing out to sea and watching the ships maneuver around his carriers.

“What’s eating you?” he asked him that night. “Got the willies over this amphib landing?”

“Of course,” said Halsey. “Those are good men out there. Yes, we can support them, and I’ll get them ashore, but then what? This business in New Guinea was all MacArthur’s idea. Frankly, I’d much rather be out in the Central Pacific, and Nimitz agrees.”

“You mean bypass the Solomons and New Guinea?”

“Exactly. Look—we beat them in the Fijis, and now we’ve cleared out the New Hebrides. I don’t see any reason to fight our way up through the Solomons. The whole purpose was to prevent them from cutting off our sea lanes to Australia. Well, we’ve done that. We can hold the line in the New Hebrides easily enough. Now we ought to take the war to their center of gravity. To do that, we should be in the Central Pacific, in the Gilberts and Marshall Islands, but here we are in the Coral Sea, twice as far from Pearl Harbor. Look how I had to send our damaged ships to the Australian coast just now. They should be heading back to Pearl, but it’s just too damn far.”

“I see your point,” said Murray. “But what about the Aussies at Milne Bay?”

“That’s the one good reason for us to go in here. We owe them that, but what I fear is that once we get a toe in the door, we’ll get stuck. We already know what MacArthur has in mind. He wants to retake Milne Bay, fight his way up the north coast of New Guinea to Lae, and then invade New Britain to go for Rabaul. Well, that’s a long slog, and you know where he’ll want to go after that—Manila. I’ll tell you what—I think we’ve finally got the edge on these bastards. The Navy can lick ‘em, and that’s how we ought to fight this war. We could be another year down here supporting his majesty’s ambition to recover his throne in the Philippines. In six months, we could knock out their main holdings in the Gilberts and Marshalls, and be in the Marianas. Once we get back Guam, and then take Tinian and Saipan, then we’ll be within 1500 miles of Tokyo.”

“What good will that do us? We certainly can’t bomb them from there.”

“Not yet,” said Halsey. “No, not yet, but the B-17 won’t be the heart of our strategic bomber groups for long. Something else is in the pipeline, and wait until you see the damn thing. The Air Force is calling it the ‘Superfortress,’ and it’s supposed to be able to fly almost twice as far as our B-17’s. Once we get that plane in good numbers, we can take the war right into Japan. To do that, we’ll need the Marianas, and we can take them much more easily than a big hullabaloo in the Philippines.”

“How soon before those planes are here?”

“Four months—maybe six, which is all the time we need to get to the Marianas. Furthermore, that route cuts off everything they have in the Solomons and New Guinea. They can just sit there and rot. Once I’m well established in the Central Pacific, they won’t get supplies, fuel or anything else past me to support those troops.”

“I guess it comes down to the old Army-Navy thing,” said Murray. “MacArthur thinks the Navy exists only to move and support his Army troops.”

“And he’s got his hands on the Marines now too,” said Halsey. “Well, I stand with Nimitz on this. The Navy, Marines, and Air Force will win this war. All the Army will give us is a long casualty list and a lot of headaches if we do this fight for the Solomons and Rabaul. Frankly, I think we’re making a wrong turn here.”

Halsey’s mood was a presentiment of things to come. Both sides had reorganized, but there was yet another delay in the invasion when MacArthur insisted the Navy wait for his floating reserve. Indeed, the two US Marine Regiments would have to attack at a disadvantage if they went now, bringing about 7,500 men to face over 11,000 enemy troops. The US had found that no amount of shelling and aerial bombardment would really minimize the fighting power of a determined enemy, and 3rd Division was near fanatical in its will to prevail.

In that interval, supply again became the issue for the Japanese, prompting Yamamoto to arrange yet another run into Milne Bay. This time he would not send a lone transport, but five smaller APDs, and a destroyer. At 24 knots, they could get in and out faster, and now all he had to do was wave his cape at the Bull again. So he ordered King Kong Hara to bring Soryu
 and Kaga
 to rendezvous with his reorganizing carrier fleet, combining all remaining ships into one massive Kido Butai
 .

With Shinano,
 Shirane
 and Akagi
 departing for Yokohama, he would now operate with fleet carriers Taiho, Kaga, Soryu, Mikasa, Tosa
 , and any of the battle carriers from Nagumo’s group. Even the old light carrier Hiyo
 was pressed back into service, and every plane that could be found was transferred into that fleet as it assembled just north of New Britain. The wily Admiral was going to tease Halsey, sending another fast destroyer group well out ahead of his carriers, and hoping they might draw the attention of the American planes.

It worked.

Halsey had clenched his own fist and again approached Milne Bay, with a strong strike group in the air that found and fell on those mice, sinking three and sending the last two running to the coast of New Guinea, masked by smoke from fires. That feint had absorbed at least one of the heavy punches Halsey was throwing at the enemy they now spotted passing through the Dampier Strait, and heading south past Finschhafen. By the time he had reorganized a second strike, the enemy was close enough to start throwing harm his way.

It was one of the largest carrier strikes of the war for Japan, 128 dive bombers, 45 torpedo bombers, escorted by 66 Zeroes. When Halsey saw the enemy planes coming in, he thought about everything he had said to Captain Murray earlier. For the next twenty minutes the sky was a chaos of exploding flak, planes diving and wheeling into attack, the roar of the guns, the whistling death of the incoming bombs. The sea erupted with spouts of white water laced with shrapnel that raked the open decks of any ship close by.

He saw Bunker Hill
 hit again by at least two bombs, then Yorktown
 took a torpedo right amidships that penetrated the hull and caused a good deal of flooding. The battleship Indiana
 suffered the same fate, but counterflooded quickly and kept underway, her engine compartments clear of salt water. Princeton
 took a small 60kg bomb from a fighter bomber, which told him that the Japanese were going all out to stop him here, even sending in the fighters with ordnance strapped to their wings. It would end with a hit on Casablanca
 that did very little damage, but the  single bomb a hot Japanese pilot plopped down on the flight deck of Halsey’s flagship was the icing on the cake. Enterprise
 was also going to need pierside time soon.

By god, thought Halsey. We thumped them pretty damn hard but they got up off the canvass and now look at them, throwing haymakers at me again. This is no good. We ought to have Moresby in hand first, and load it up with land based fighters. From there we can neutralize their fighter fields at Buna, Gona and Lae, and have a permanent presence here for air cover. As things stand now, I can’t stay here much longer. I’ve got ships flat out of AA rounds, Lee’s battleships threw most of what they had at Milne Bay yesterday, and now I’ve got flattops that will all need looking after.

Nimitz was going to see the situation the same way. When he got the news from Halsey on what had happened, he was not happy, and took it upon himself to fly from Pago Pago to Noumea to meet with MacArthur directly.

“Have a look at that,” he said, handing the list to MacArthur. “I’ve got four fleet carriers out there still putting out fires, the light carrier Monterey
 is wrecked, and Independence
 has already gone down. Beyond that, two of Lee’s battleships took damage, Massachusetts and Indiana. Now I could tell Halsey to hang in there, but one more round like this and we could lose any of those damaged fleet carriers. Besides that, his task forces need to replenish. We can only do so much at sea, and none of that damage is going to get repaired until I get those carriers back to decent ports.”

“Townsville can help,” said MacArthur. “And Brisbane.”

“Yes, for short term repairs, but we don’t have our naval support bases there. We’re looking at having to get ships back to Suva, Pago Pago or Pearl, and that’s a long way in all cases. Halsey is 2000 miles from Fiji, and another 750 to reach Samoa. And it’s 4500 miles to Pearl. Even Brisbane is 1000 miles by sea from his present position. In the meantime, the Japanese have Momote and Rabaul no more than 400 miles away from their carriers, which is how they made this quick turnaround. General, in a situation like this, there’s just no way we can land those Marines at Milne Bay. If the Japanese have anything left they could be all over those transports.”

“I always said we needed to stay within 250 miles of good land based air cover,” said MacArthur. “What about Port Moresby? It was always written into the plan as an alternative landing site. Can you get troops ashore there?”

“We might, but it will depend on what Yamamoto does. Halsey thinks we hurt them as bad as they hurt us. Now we’ve neutralized their airfield at Moresby, but as soon as Halsey pulls out, they’ll get it back into operation. General, we need to rethink this thing.”

“We could divert to Woodlark,” said MacArthur. “It’s completely unoccupied right now.”

“Yes, and then they’d have fields at Gasmata, Rabaul, Buin, the Shortlands, and now we’ve found they’re trying to get fields operational at Vella Lavella and Munda in the New Georgia group. All those can throw planes at Woodlark, and from three or four different directions. It will take us a month to get a field operational there, even if we had the place today. Then there’s this…” He handed MacArthur another report.

“Intelligence says the Japanese moved in five new divisions after we kicked them out of the Fijis. Some of them came from their 11thArmy in China, the heart and soul of the Japanese ground power there. Frankly, even with that third regiment coming up, it will be a tough landing if we go for Milne Bay. They’ve got over 11,000 troops there now by the latest estimates.”

“Well, we’ve got the troops,” said MacArthur. “I’ve got the whole 41st Division at Noumea, the 25th and the rest of the 37th in the Fiji Group, and you’ve got another three Marine regiments. Besides that, we’ve got the 6th and 7th Australian Divisions ready at Sydney and Melbourne. We just need the transports.”

“They’re coming, but it will be a month before we can lift that kind of muscle. What do we do in the meantime?”

MacArthur let his pipe dangle from his mouth for a while as he thought, then he removed it and spoke. “See if you can get Port Moresby for me. We’ll have the planners rethink Woodlark, and then take another look at the Tulagi operation.”

“Fine,” said Nimitz, “but I must tell you I’m taking this right up the line to King and the Joint Chiefs.”

“What for? All you’ll get there is a good long argument.”

“We may need one. This whole move into New Guinea is premature in my opinion. We should have run them out of Tulagi first, but now look at those deployment estimations. Intel thinks the Japanese moved their 6th Division to the New Georgia group, so it’s clear they mean to fight for those islands. They’ve also moved some reserve divisions to New Guinea, and their crack 5th Division is in reserve. Mac, I think we’re looking at a year of hard fighting here—a year.”

“You can’t win this thing unless you close with the enemy,” said MacArthur.

“Look,” said Nimitz. “I understand your plan, and its aims are quite clear. You want to get into New Guinea, and hop along that coast as far north as you can, but we’ll be facing the best they have here now, and you saw how they fought for the Fijis.”

“And they lost,” said MacArthur. “Don’t forget that, Admiral.”

“They lost because Halsey prevented them from reinforcing those islands, and he cut off their supply. They had a 2000 mile L.O.C. from Rabaul to the Fijis, and our push into the New Hebrides cut that right in half. That’s not the case here. Their L.O.C. is under 500 miles to Rabaul, and under 1000 to Truk. Ours is 2000 miles now, just as I pointed out a moment ago.”

MacArthur gave him a narrow-eyed look. “Just what is it you’re proposing here, Admiral?”

“An alternative,” said Nimitz. “The Central Pacific. I want to move Halsey up there, and push right through the Marshalls to the Marianas. General, in six months, if you’re lucky, you might have fought your way up to the Huon Peninsula near Lae. You might even be on New Britain, and you know they’ll fight like bobcats for that. And guess what—you’ll still be 2500 miles from Manila Bay. You give me those six months, and I could recapture Guam, and take Tinian and Saipan for good measure. From there I’d be 1500 miles from Manila Bay, and the same distance to Tokyo.”

“You’re talking about bypassing New Guinea and the Solomons?”

“That sounds very appealing to me right now, and to Admiral King as well.”

“And suppose you did this. Then you’d be telling me we need to bypass the Philippines. Well, I won’t hear of that. Not one word.”

Nimitz nodded. “General MacArthur, suppose I cut cards with you here and deliver a promise that once I’ve got the Marianas, we go for Luzon before we do anything else, and then you can make good on the promise you made when you came down here to organize this fight.”

“You would put that in writing? Not that I doubt your word, Admiral, but I’ll want to see that plan. I’ll want a timetable.”

“You’ll have it. Six months from now, I’ll have more carrier power here than I’ll know what to do with. It was a near run thing off Milne Bay, but I think we had a slight edge. In six months, we’ll have a clear naval superiority, and all the transports you need. Why send your 41st Division into that mosquito infested jungle in New Guinea, when I can lift it to Luzon, and once you’re there, everything they have down here is completely cut off.”

“Go for the Marshalls and they’ll come for you there.”

“Yes, and we’ll fight them there, and we’ll beat them. When we do, places like Rabaul, Momote and even Truk will be irrelevant. They’ll have to withdraw their fleet to the Home Islands. From Luzon we’d have Manila Bay back as a strong support base. Then you could go right to Taiwan, or to Okinawa—take the fight right to them where it counts, not down here in the Solomons. Fight here, and this war will go on another two years, maybe even three. Do what I suggest, and we can be looking to deliver the knockout punch a year from now. That’s what I’m telling King, and that’s what King is telling Marshall. You sign off on this and we can get the job done.”

“But not here,” said MacArthur. “Not at Milne Bay.”

“General, it was the wrong idea, at the wrong time. I think I can get you Port Moresby if you insist on it. From there you can try the Kokoda trail to Buna and Gona, and that cuts off Milne Bay. I know it’s not the approach you wanted, but it could be done if you want to fight here. As for me, I’m looking over our initial objective list for the Gilberts and Marshalls. These are small islands, mostly lightly defended. That’s where I want to do my hopping, not along the coast of New Guinea.”

“Let me think on this,” said MacArthur. “With your promise and support for the operation into Luzon, I’m beginning to see your reasoning. In the meantime, see if you can give me something for the Aussies. See if you can give me Port Moresby. Then I’ll put their own troops into New Guinea, and we’ll have our divisions for the Philippines.”

MacArthur smiled. He could have dug in his heels here, and insisted his initial plan be followed to the letter. He could have fought his battle here, and with the Joint Chiefs if he needed to. He was prepared to go right over their heads to President Roosevelt. Yet the thought of looking at plans for the landings in Luzon in six months were all he was thinking about behind that smile. If Nimitz could get to Guam with a few Marine Divisions, all the better.






 


Chapter 17


 


Nimitz
 and MacArthur weren’t the only ones looking over lists of damaged ships. The final engagement with the Americans had also been a costly affair for the Japanese. The battle carriers took the worst of things this time. Halsey had managed a second strike every bit as potent as the one he endured. The light carrier Hiyo
 was smashed and sunk on its final outing of the war, taking six bomb hits. Six more bombs struck the Dragon Lord, Ryujin
 , but that heavy armored flight deck saved her. She had damage, and needed nearly 30 days repairs, but was still seaworthy. Her sister ship Kinryu
 also took many bomb hits, but simply shrugged them off. A week pierside would see her back in fighting trim. Taiho
 took a bomb that might have been trouble for a carrier built like Soryu
 , but it hardly bothered the better armored ship.

Light cruisers Kashima
 and Tenryu
 were also sunk, along with the scout carrier Gozo Kaya
 , the last of her kind. No more in that series would be built. So ship for ship, the Americans hit the Japanese much harder, but Yamamoto had demonstrated that his close proximity to Milne Bay was a threat strong enough to make any practical American landing there a real hazard. Port Moresby could also be defended, or so he believed, but Halsey was determined to get in there and land troops before the Japanese carriers returned.

Yamamoto was fortunate that all his fleet carriers had come out of that fight intact, but the losses in aircraft had again been heavy. He knew he had to retire, confident that the 3rd Division could hold, and ready to arrange more fast supply runs there if needed. So he ordered Hara, the nominal senior officer at sea, to bring the fleet carriers back to Momote. In another five days he would see what he could do.

The Americans could not persist here long, he thought. We have hurt them enough to make them cautious, and they are a very long way from good support bases. When they leave, I will have all the time I need to reinforce and supply Milne Bay, and then we can rightfully claim a victory here. The outer wall of our defensive front will be complete, well manned, and well guarded. It is only a question of getting more aircraft here now, and the Army should start moving their own land based fighters to Buna and Gona. I have at least shown General Imamura that the Navy will fight. They will not call me Admiral Do Nothing again.

Yamamoto did not yet know that two more American Essex
 Class carriers had just arrived at Pearl Harbor. They were the Antietam
 and Shiloh
 , bearing the names of those first two brave battle carriers that had fought in the New Hebrides back in 1941. Both had eventually been sunk, but now they were resurrected as Essex
 Class ships. They were hulls 36 and 37, and the latter was to be named Princeton
 , until someone pointed out that name was already taken by an Independence
 Class carrier. So it only seemed appropriate to call number 37 Shiloh
 , and the two carriers were arm in arm again, ready to pick up their planes at Pearl. Their presence would soon breathe life into Halsey’s battle-weary task forces, and become yet one more headache for Yamamoto.

On the 10th of August, with the Kido Butai
 returning to Momote, Halsey got 6th Marine Regiment ashore at Port Moresby, with 3rd Marine coming in the following day. There was a supply convoy ready to fatten them up, and two Engineer regiments en-route, but the Marines were ashore and now they would tangle with the Japanese 144th South Seas Detachment that was serving as garrison there, about 2300 enemy infantry. With determination and valor, and perhaps a little good luck, the Marines would capture the bone MacArthur wanted for the Australians, and then wait to be relieved by the Aussie 7th Division.

“Well that does it,” said Halsey. “I just got word that 2nd Marine Regiment has been sent back to the New Hebrides. So we aren’t doubling down here. Someone came to their senses.”

“What’s the scuttlebutt?” asked his able Chief of Staff, Miles Browning. They had transferred the flag to the Essex
 when Enterprise took that hit amidships and was send packing with Bunker Hill
 to Brisbane.

“Nothing solid yet, But Nimitz wants us to pull out and head for Suva Bay. I’ve got a notion that after that, we might even pay a visit to Pearl. Two new flattops are heading in, Antietam
 and Shiloh
 .”

“Wasn’t that Hansen’s group? We lost them months ago—they built more of the same?”

“No, these are a couple new Essex
 Class jobs. Just what we need.”

“I see… You think Nimitz wants us somewhere else?”

“I know
 he wants us somewhere else. He sent me a message, and asked me to take Port Moresby, if practicable, then consolidate and prepare for new orders. Now when I get a load of big words like that, something smells. I’ll tell you what, Brownie. I did what was Practicable. You handle the consolidation, while I look over those new orders. Something has changed. I can feel it. This old sea dog has a nose like none other.”

A strange sea change was in the air, for at that moment, Eisenhower was putting the finishing touches on his audacious plan to forsake the landings north of Rome and put all Allied attention on Operation Dragoon. Instead of fighting a slow battle up the boot of Italy, they would pivot and focus on the real center of gravity in the west, France. In like manner, instead of an equally slow and difficult fight up through the Solomons to reach the Pacific equivalent of the Apennine range, New Britain, Admirals King and Nimitz wanted a new center of gravity aimed more directly at Japan.

 

* * *

 

MacArthur had wind of the same sea change in his meeting with Nimitz, but still had reservations, and he expressed them to his Chief of Staff, Major General Richard Sutherland.

“What makes the Navy any more capable of pushing into the Marshalls if they couldn’t support my operation against Milne Bay? They don’t have transports to move the 41st, but they can pull them out of their hat to move the Marines. Something tells me we’re getting the bum’s rush here.”

“Frankly, General, and no offense to you or the planners, you know I was thinking we were here too soon. You want to get up north, we all do, but maybe we ought to give this Central Pacific idea a fair hearing.”

“The plan was to hit the Philippines through Mindanao,” MacArthur was pacing again.

“Yes, but if we do that, we’re just pushing them back along their L.O.C.. This idea Nimitz has will cut them off at the knees. If we can hit Luzon directly in six months, then, when we do send men in to Mindanao, at least we’ll already have a hand on their throat, choking off their supplies. And we cut them off from everything they’ve taken in the Dutch East Indies too. What we’ve got in the Navy is the premier mobile strike force in the world. Thus far, we’ve fought Yamamoto to a dead draw every time we’ve met him, even when they had us badly outnumbered, but now were getting the upper hand.”

“I told Nimitz they’d come for him if he threatens the Marshalls and Marianas.”

“Then let them come. We’ll be drawing Yamamoto out a thousand miles from Rabaul, Momote, and Truk—out on the deep blue, and far from any land based support. Hell, they can cover Milne Bay from five or six airfields in the Solomons and New Britain.”

“We won’t have that land based cover either. It’ will all be on Halsey—a good man, mind you, but what if something goes wrong?”

“Then we take another look at Cartwheel. It’s that simple. The way I see things, the Japs can stack up all these divisions in the Solomons because there’s a lot of real estate there. Their only limitation is the ships to deliver the troops, and they’ve doubled down with these five new divisions. But those atolls and islets of the Central Pacific can’t support large garrisons, and they’re separated by thousands of miles of seawater, unable to support one another. We can knock them off with one or two regiments, set up an airfield and then bring in the Army Air Force bombers to start hammering the homeland. You’ve heard about the B-29’s?”

“No one is supposed to be talking about them, but yes, I’ve heard.”

“There’s the hammer, General. You focus on the Philippines, and damn well hold Nimitz to that promise about Luzon. We’ll be home before you know it.”

“But bypassing the Solomons and New Britain just doesn’t sit right with me yet. Rabaul is a strong support base for Japanese offensive operations. You just saw how they beat us to the punch at Milne Bay. Furthermore, we’ve got men over there holding on to Mullins Harbor. I’m not going to leave them unsupported.”

“Halsey put the Marines into Port Moresby, and they’ll run the Japs off soon enough. That means the whole southern coast of New Guinea will be free of the enemy. Yes, they’ve got Milne Bay, but when we secure Port Moresby, then move in the Aussies like you’ve planned and carry on here. We can make a good argument that Cartwheel mustn’t be completely cancelled. We need to keep pressure on them. At the very least, we should kick them out of Tulagi.”

“That’s what I intend to argue. In fact, I’ll demand it. As long as the Japanese hold Rabaul, they can continue to use it to support their forces in New Guinea. They’re running in supplies to Milne Bay as we speak.”

“True,” said Sutherland. “Until Nimitz cuts the sea lanes to Rabaul. That will saw off that entire limb of the tree. Soon Rabaul won’t have supplies to run into Milne Bay, and the same goes for Momote.”

“Soon? It could take the Navy months to get into the Marianas. What’ll we do in the meantime? I won’t sit here twiddling my thumbs.”

“No sir, we continue with plans already devised for Cartwheel. Let the Australians push over the Kokoda trail to Buna, and we can take Tulagi to gain that anchorage and airfield, and then pound the New Georgia Group with land based air power. It will all keep up the pressure on Milne Bay. Mark my words, soon they’ll regret the day they ever landed there. They won’t be able to support it any better than they could support Fiji, or New Caledonia. In the meantime, you just let Nimitz have his Marines back. We’ve plenty of troops at hand with the two Australian Divisions, and our six Army divisions. My guess is that we’ll have most of southern New Guinea under our thumb before Nimitz gets through the Marshalls.”

MacArthur liked the sound of that. After all, he was all Army, and his conception of the war was seen in terms of ground campaigns using those divisions he now controlled. His only frustration was having to rely on the Navy to get ground troops and supplies where he wanted them. In his mind, he could beat the Japanese, but only if he could first whip the Navy, and saddle them like a good pack horse.

Nimitz came to him with his plan, already reviewed and approved by Admiral King, who was the main advocate for the Central Pacific strategy with the Joint Chiefs. He had found a soft spot with Marshall, who was wrestling control of operations in the Mediterranean at that very same time. Comparing the long Solomon Islands chain to Italy had been the perfect example. Tulagi, he argued, was like Taranto in the far south, and its capture would provide a good anchorage and airfield. New Georgia was Naples, the Buin-Buka-Shortlands sector about where Rome might be. He wanted to bypass them all, and argued it would be wasteful in time, supplies, and lives to try and fight up that long chain and then through Bougainville.

Marshall agreed, and then he would use his influence to tamp down objections raised by MacArthur. The Nimitz plan was much akin to his own sudden shift in the war effort to France, a new center of gravity for the Pacific. In fact, it had the support of the Joint Chiefs all along.

Nimitz presented a list of key objectives, which he believed he could take within six months by using the three Marine Divisions in theater, and getting support from at least one or two Army divisions. In the Gilberts He wanted Makin Island and Tarawa. Naru was considered, but it was found that the beaches there were very poor for an amphibious landing. Historically, the Japanese also had an airfield on Apamama, but they had not developed this field in these Altered States.

In the Marshalls the initial targets would be Jaluit, the Wotje-Maloelap group, and then the principle targets of Kwajalein and Eniwetok. Those last two would serve as anchorages and bases for the drive into the Marianas, and also tighten the security of the US lines of communication back to Pearl Harbor.

“At that point, once we have Eniwetok, a decision will have to be made concerning Truk, and another concerning Wake Island.”

“Truk ought to be neutralized, if not occupied outright,” said MacArthur, now settling for sticking his thumb into the pie Nimitz was baking. “If we do go for Truk, then Ponape would be the best support base for that. As for Wake, it was a US protectorate, and we should take it back. The Japanese can put seaplanes out there, and spot any move you make for the Marianas.”

“Once we have the Marshalls, neutralizing Wake will not be difficult,” said Nimitz. “If the Joint Chiefs want it back, they can let me know, but I’m eyeing Eniwetok as our principle support base for the push into the Marianas. That will be the toughest fight we have. We might catch them by surprise in the Gilberts, but after that, they’ll try to reinforce key islands in the Marshalls and Marianas. General, when we get Guam, Saipan and Tinian, we’ll be ready to start looking at the Philippines.”

“You won’t have them completely cut off in New Guinea,” MacArthur warned. “After Guam, we might consider going as far as Palau. Otherwise, they can route supply through the Celebs Sea, and try to hug the north coast of New Guinea under friendly air cover.”

“Well you’re still operating in New Guinea, yes? We’ve given you Port Moresby, and I’m arranging transport for the Australians. By the time I get anywhere near Saipan, I expect you’ll have already taken Lae and set up land based fighter support there. With this plan, we cut off Rabaul, Truk and Momote from both directions. The Japs will be completely out of business down here, and believe me, the only thing they’ll have on their mind is Borneo, and the Phils. Once we’re established on Luzon again, Singapore is also cut off. Then you can have a look at Taiwan, because the Joint Chiefs believe China will be a good place to put our long range bombers.”

“The British agree,” said MacArthur. “They’ll go after Ceylon, but they won’t get Burma back any time soon. So China will remain isolated from effective Allied support until we open another route. And yes, it begins in the Philippines. Alright Admiral, we’ve reached a meeting of the minds here. Just don’t get stingy with the transports.”

“General, I’m going to set aside a nice little fleet for you, and you can paint your initials on each and every ship if you like.” He smiled.

 






 


Chapter 18



 



Tarawa



 



Nimitz
 would be quick to seize his opportunity, and prove his plan was the correct approach. It was to be called Operation Galvanic
 , a well-coordinated naval operation aimed at the Gilberts. Only two objectives mattered there, the island of Betio in the Tarawa Atoll, and the Makin Island atoll.

Tarawa was a large coral atoll, right on the equator and forming a large irregular triangle. A series of thin sand islands bordered the lagoon on two sides, the third side—extending from Betio north—being largely composed of coral reefs, with one prominent opening to admit ships to the lagoon. They were no more than ten to twelve feet in total elevation above sea level, so there were no hills or ridges to stand as defensive bulwarks against the invading force.

It would be unlike anything the Marines had gone after before in the war—nothing like the great mass of Viti Levu in Fiji, with its tall highlands, thick jungles, plantations and swollen rivers. It was just a little lamb rib of an island, with the meaty part to the west, and the long thin bone, just a few hundred yards wide, extending to the east and slightly south. The whole place was barely three miles west to east, and no more than half a mile wide in the meaty end. When they heard that, the leathernecks who had fought on Fiji, Efate, Espiritu Santo and finally for Port Moresby, all thought the operation would be a cake walk, over in just a few hour’s.

An old history book might have shown them how wrong they were, four days of hell from the first landing on those thin beaches to the final demise of the last held enemy bunker. On an island like that, there was simply no place to hide. Your last moment of relative safety was the ride in on the assault landing craft, hoping one of the shells the Japanese guns were lobbing seaward wouldn’t find your boat. Then it was the sea and surf on one side, and the enemy bunkers, mines, wire and machinegun nests on the other. They all wanted to kill you, and you, along with everyone else on that beach, had come to kill them.

That was just a thin little slice of war, three miles wide, and anyone who ever saw that island could never imagine that it would be deemed “strategic” by any stretch of the imagination.

There was only one thing on that island that made it worth anything at all—a single airfield that occupied just about every square foot of the meaty end of that lambchop. An airfield meant planes, and men flying them with eyes, searching the sea in all directions for hundreds of miles. An airfield meant fighters, and maybe even dive bombers that might go after any ships that were spotted, and that was the whole of it. That little airfield was Japanese on the 1st of September, 1943. It had been theirs since they first raided the place in December of 1941, and then actually garrisoned it just a year ago, in September of 1942. Within the next two weeks, Nimitz, and all the Joint Chiefs, wanted that airfield to be American, and that was that.

But this wasn’t the old history.

In that history, the Japanese had their own Marines there, the Yokosuka 6th SNLF, and Sasebo 7th SNLF Battalions, both first rate units. There had been an officer in the 6th Battalion who had a particular genius for the design of bunkers and other improved positions, but he was not present, nor were either of those two crack Marine battalions.

In this history, their place had been garrisoned by troops of the understrength 5th South Seas Detachment, which had been slated for the Woleai Atoll in the Carolines, but was moved to Tarawa when the fighting in the Fiji Group sucked in most of the better available SNLF Marine battalions. They had taken a nice long 2000 mile sea lift to Tarawa, arriving there only four months earlier as a token garrison that was scheduled to be replaced in November.

So in that little time, not much had been done to really fortify the island. There were none of the concrete obstacles, no anti-boat barricades made of coconut palm logs. There were many covered rifle pits and MG positions, though no anti-tank ditches had been dug. These defensive positions had not been fully strengthened by blast walls, and the network had few communications trenches. Only a very few heavier concrete pillboxes had been built, and not one of the heavier steel pillbox command posts had been set up. Even the riflemen had not yet received any deliveries of steel rifle shields, and basic support weapons like mortars and machineguns were scarce.

So all things considered, Tarawa was not the hardened meat grinder that it might have been. The wire obstacles had only just been completed, and sound locators set up south of the airfield to listen for enemy planes. The few coastal defense guns were clustered at the knobby elbow ends of the islet, and were not as heavy as in the real history. Beyond this, the Japanese had labored under the assumption that the enemy would come at them from the open sea, to the south of the island, and not from the lagoon on the north.

That was not the plan.

The main entrance to the lagoon was just under four miles north of the island, and the planners had decided to risk it. They would therefore assemble the transports off the northwest tip of the island, muster the landing craft just outside the lagoon entrance, and then motor them on in to hit the island from the north. About dead center on the island, the Japanese had built a pier that extended about 1500 feet due north, just beyond a reef into the waters of the lagoon. It served as the primary ship dock, and the Marines were going to come in on either side of that pier. Most all of the island’s buildings, barracks, headquarters and storage areas, were on that northern shore, which also had the taxiways for the air strip.

Even as the defense was not as robust as it might have been, the attacking naval force was also weaker on the US side. While they had plenty of carrier power at hand, with nine CV’s, and three CVE’s that had about as much clout as the 6 CV’s, 5 CVL’s and 6, CVE’s in the real history, over1000 planes. But for naval fire support, the real attack that had occurred in late November of 1943 had the wallop of twelve battleships, eight heavy cruisers, 4 light cruisers and 66 destroyers. Here there would be five battleships, an equal number of cruisers, but only about 30 destroyers.

Halsey was on station covering those transports on the 6th of September, when the final order to go for Tarawa came in. Oddly, the Japanese actually spotted the first wave invasion convoy, carrying 1st USMC Regiment in this history, with the 6th Marines coming as the second wave, if necessary, and the 27th Army Regiment from 25th Division off Suva was to be the floating reserve.

That night the weather was bad, and the “Mavis” flying boat that managed to thread its way through the clouds saw three cargo ships below, and reported the same. The news was interpreted as nothing more than US ships returning to Pearl Harbor, as the sighting was about 300 miles away from any Japanese base. In the next 24 hours, TF Able would eat those miles up, and be off shore at Betio right on schedule, watching the battleships pound that lamb chop of sand and coral. Then the whistles were blown, and the troops began to board the landing craft, new amphibious tractors were going to be employed to cross the coral reef on either side of the pier.

The men were ready.

1st Marines were as tough as they came, a motley collection of roughnecks and misfits that had become a brawling, bruising fighting force on Fiji. There were tall Texans, brawny boys from Arkansas, Georgia rats, scrawny New Englanders, thick necked Hoosiers from Indiana, and all forged into the business end of the Marine Corps. It was work they undertook with guts, heart and considerable skill, even though they were never supposed to hit that island. In some inscrutable way, it was Karpov and Kirov
 that had sent them there instead of the 2nd Marine Regiment. History echoed with the deployment of 6th Marines behind them, but that was to be the only similarity to the battle that was fought here once.

This time, 1st Marines would make very short work of the 510 men in 5th South Seas Detachment. Halsey had ordered Spruance to hit the island hard with his carriers, and following two attacks, the battlewagons blasted the place until they were almost out of ammunition. Instead of four days in hell, Tarawa would be stormed in a single day, on the 7th of September, with the last of the defenders holed up on the thin bony tail of the eastern end of the island, where they were blasted and burned out by the 9th of September, when the island was declared “secure.”

The Joint Chiefs had their airfield, and a foothold on the Gilberts, but the real story of this two-week campaign would not be told on Tarawa. The action there had been easier than anyone expected, and when enemy resistance was largely overcome on the first day, 6th Marines was then diverted to the number two objective—Makin Island, about 105 miles to the north.

Things would be different there…

 


Makin Island


 

Many things would make that difference.

To begin with, while the attack on Betio had taken the enemy by surprise, and from an unexpected direction at the tactical level, now the Japanese were armed and ready when the 6th Regiment went for Makin. As most of the battleships had already expended much of their heavy rounds on Betio, only two ships, Washington
 and North Dakota
 , would join the preliminary bombardment of Makin island, and they would be stingy with the few big rounds they had in the magazines.

Historically, Makin had been taken by the 165th reinforced Regiment of the 27th Infantry Division from Pearl Harbor. It had three infantry battalions, an engineer battalion, and another tank battalion. Here, 6th Marines would go it alone, with three infantry battalions.

Spruance would hit the island with a solid air strike, but only once, instead of the double whammy he had put on Betio. Tactically, two of the three battalions in the 6th Marine Regiment would come from the western seaward side, where the island made a dog leg to the north. Only one battalion isolated from the other two, would get into the lagoon to attack from the north as on Betio, and it would end up hitting the heart of the Japanese defenses on the island.

Historically, that defense had been composed of only 284 line troops, three Type 95 tanks under Lt. Seizo Ishikawa, his men mostly doubling duty as construction and base force personnel. But the Lieutenant and his men were nowhere to be found. Here, in these Altered States, the island was defended by the 3rd South Seas Detachment, under Major General Masao Watanabe, a regimental sized formation with a full 81 infantry Squads, 4 HMG squads, 81mm Mortars, 16 Engineer squads, 77mm AA guns and 9 Type 95 light tanks. Also present was the 8th Army Air Force Aviation Battalion, with six 13.2mm Machineguns, and 12 Engineer squads to support the airfield. It was a force twice as strong as the one that had defended Betio, for the Japanese were planning to replace the Betio garrison in just two weeks with a much stronger unit, and men had been cherry picked from the 5th South Seas and sent over to Makin Island for additional support there.

The island itself was a typical coral atoll, only it had thick groves of palms and mangroves that were much like a jungle in their densest segments. As with Tarawa, the reefs formed barriers to navigation, and the main entry channel into the lagoon was again just north of the northwest tip of the island. The largest island in the atoll was Butaritari, (pronounced boo-tari-tari
 ), which had several wharfs and piers extending north to the edge of the reef. These allowed ships anchored in the lagoon to use small boats to offload cargo. Around the main wharf, called ‘King’s Wharf,’ the Japanese had erected two observation towers built with palm logs at the base to create a small fort-like structure, and then two taller palm trunks extending up to support a platform that was accessed by a long ladder.

There was a sound locator station, and one small radar set on the southern shore, which again was not suitable to direct invasion due to the heavy surf in that area. The island resembled a bent crutch, with the western end being the arm rest. There was a native village there, but the Japanese base was not built in that area. There were gun emplacements, some rifle pits and MG positions, but not much else.

All the major installations were in the center of that crutch, clustered south of those piers. At the western base of King’s Wharf, there was a seaplane base, and then one more pier called ‘On Chong’s Wharf’ to the west that was usable only at low tide. Below that, the Construction Force held forth, and they had just finished a defensive front cutting right across the island from north to south. To their east, and below King’s Wharf, was the main military garrison area, with fuel storage, supply sheds, HQ, and several bunkers. Further east was the Stone Pier, and below that was the lodgment area for the Aviation Engineers that had been working on the airstrip. The eastern defensive front was just beyond the Stone Wharf, and further east was the Main village of Butaritari, and the airfield site.

The Japanese had planned to make the region between On Chong’s wharf and the Stone Pier as their main defensive zone, and the unfinished airfield itself would not be defended in the event of an enemy attack.

The US planners had selected three beaches as suitable for a landing. Two were in the west, dead center on that arm rest of the crutch, and they were designated Red Beach 1, and Red Beach 2. The third beach zone was Yellow Beach, accessed through the Lagoon and right between On Chong’s Wharf and King’s Wharf, in the main Japanese garrison area. That would be the toughest landing, right into the teeth of any enemy defenses, as it was inside their citadel, and also isolated from the two Red Beaches to the west.

165th RCT was supposed to have made this landing in November of 1943, but instead it would go to the 6th Marines. When they learned they were being diverted from Tarawa, there was quite a grumble among the ranks. They had just fought at Port Moresby, and had little rest, which was why they were assigned as the follow up wave at Tarawa. When that wasn’t needed, they now became the first assault wave for Makin. The Army’s 27th Regiment was moving in support, but it would not be there on D-Day, which was set for September 10th, the day after Tarawa was declared secure. That meant the leathernecks might be on their own, with no floating reserve, for at least a full day, and possibly two, because the convoy bearing 27th Regiment was well to the south.

1st and 2nd Battalion of 6th Marines were tasked for the two Red beaches, and 3rd Battalion would get the short straw and land on Yellow Beach—and that was where the nightmare started that day. The first two battalions would have to get ashore, and then fight their way through two miles of thick palm and mangrove jungle to reach Yellow Beach. There was one dirt road that ran the length of the island, right through that thick palm jungle, a sniper’s paradise.

To be declared ‘secure, ’ the attackers would have to clear about five miles of that crutch, starting at the arm rest and driving east to the airfield. The island extended another five miles beyond that, but there was nothing there but marshes, jungle, and sandy pits where the locals grew bobai
 taro plants for food. Most of the village areas were simple grass roofed huts, offering no defensive benefit. Only the buildings erected by the Japanese from sturdy palm logs, stone and coral, were suitable for defense in their base areas.

The US knew the island, for it had been raided and temporarily occupied by Carlson’s group earlier, which barely got off before the Japanese sent the substantial reinforcements there now to take the island back.

So there it was, a stronger Japanese garrison than expected, and a weary Marine Regiment that would not get anywhere near the support it should have had under those circumstances. Nearly 2000 14-inch rounds had pounded Tarawa, but here only 400 could be spared. The cruisers would kick in with a thousand 8-inch rounds, and the 5-inch secondary batteries on the battleships would lob another 3000 rounds shoreward. Following that, Spruance would put in his single attack, with a fighter strafe of the beach zones, and then the dive bombers hitting all the Japanese installations at least one time. That would certainly be no picnic for the defenders, but it was half what the main event on Tarawa received. The Americans did not know it yet, but this
 was the main event, and the battle that would be remembered for its ferocity ever after.
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The Crucible




 


“
 The Smith never leaves his crucible once it is on the fire…. But how do you know when the gold is pure? (I asked him).



‘When I can see my face in it, then it is pure.’ ”


 


―
 Amy Carmichael
 , Gold Cord


 

 

 






 

 


Chapter 19



 



It
 was called the Fighting 6th, and its motto was simple: “Keep moving.” Colonel Maurice G. Holmes had the regiment, and he had tasked Red Beach 1 to his 1st Battalion under Major William Jones. To his south, on Red Beach 2, the 2nd battalion would land under Lt. Colonel Raymond L. Murray. 3rd Battalion under Lt. Colonel Kenneth McLeod would get the invitation to Yellow Beach, and he would never forget it. Colonel Holmes would now report to the Chief of Staff of the 2nd Marine Division, one Colonel Merritt Edson, whom we have already met on the island of Fiji.

So this was the place where Carlson had almost thrown in the towel in that raid, he thought. Well, we won’t be doing that here. Not on your life. I’ve also brought along my old outfit, before they kicked me upstairs to Chief of Staff. We can’t leave the eastern segment of the island for them to fall back on through that airstrip, so my boys go in there in the rubber boats, the high surf be damned. They’ll get ashore alright, and then try that airfield from the east. If they can take it, all the better, and then they set up a blocking position in case the Japs have any idea of retreating in that direction. He looked at his watch.

The opening assault for ‘Operation Kourbash’
 was almost on schedule, opening 17 minutes late at 06:17 on the morning of September 10th. The navy had been giving it to them for the last hour. With South Dakota
 supporting the Red Beach Zones, and Washington
 well south of the island to hammer the main defense sector. The planes were coming in to deliver 1000 pound “Daisey Cutters,” swooping unchallenged overhead, against very light and intermittent AA fire. In spite of the warning that the Americans were in the Gilberts, the Japanese could only fight with the weapons they had.

The assault craft were in the water, circling at their rendezvous points near the transports, and would soon form up into their assault waves. The amphibious tractors were few and far between here, for the bulk had been deployed at Tarawa. So it was mostly the old reliable Higgins boats, and today the surf was quiet, with calm seas and clear skies. It was too nice a day, the temperature a balmy 86 degrees—too nice a day for murder and death. The boom of the big guns was the only thunder to be heard, and the Marines could take some comfort in the sound of those guns, something their side was throwing at the enemy, uncontested, to pave the way for their landings.

The Army account that Fedorov could read would describe what the men would see plainly enough: “… they could see before them a flat strip of shore and skyline stretching over 5,000 yards from point to point. Light showed under the tops of the coconut palms on either point, but elsewhere the vegetation indicated no clearings free of underbrush. The landmarks were not prominent. Dips in the treeline, bushes growing in clumps close to the water's edge, huts near the beach, and patches of dark boulders which interrupted the gleaming white of the beach furnished the few points of reference. … The men got a general impression of a low, flat, tree-covered island. Closer approach from the line of departure sharpened the details; the blurred smoothness of the left half of RED
 Beach 1 gave way to the roughness of a boulder-strewn slope, short and rocky. The right half was seen to be no beach at all, but a bulge into the ocean closely studded with boulders.” 
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That was about all this attack would have in common with the old history—the ride in to the Red beach zone. In that tale, the 27th Division, green as they came, would wallow ashore, slowly collect itself, and then make halting, sluggish progress inland to the west. But this was not the 27th, and every man in those Higgins boats was now a veteran US Marine, and with the motto: “Keep Moving.”

They did.

There would be six or seven assault waves, landing at five-minute intervals, with a half dozen boats each, and one ‘Alligator.’ As the boats neared the shore, they opened up with rockets and .50 Calibre machineguns, firing at an enemy that was mostly not there. No attempt would be made to contest the landing there on the beaches. With no more than a thousand men to defend the relatively large island, three times the size of Betio at Tarawa, General Watanabe was holding his cards close to his chest, and keeping all his troops inside the defensive citadel in the center of the island.

So 1st and 2nd Battalions would have an easy landing, but they could already hear that 3rd Battalion on Yellow Beach was not having a very good morning. It might have been much worse than it was, though it was bad enough. Yellow Beach was on the lagoon side of the citadel, and as with Tarawa, the Japanese defenses had been set up to oppose landings from the south. Aside from the two defensive lines that ran north to south, defining the western and eastern boundaries of the Citadel, there were three segments of the southern shoreline where rifle pits and trenches had been dug, but none on the lagoon side.

That side would be covered by a gun battery, MG emplacements and a single company of infantry at On Chong’s Wharf. Then, along most of the beach zone, there were only a few other MG positions, and a single AT gun emplacement on the main road. At the Sand Spit forming the southern edge of the seaplane base, there was an MG nest, two more infantry companies, and mortar teams near one of the tall observation towers. On the other side of the seaplane base, which held a single damaged “Mavis” flying boat that was already burning, there was another gun bunker, and snipers in a second observation tower.

So the beaches themselves were not well hardened. There were few bamboo stakes jutting unseen beneath the low surf, and three crates of mines had been delivered, but they were mostly used on the southern beach sites. Fool me twice, shame on you.

The trouble for McLeod and his 3rd Battalion would not come because the enemy was thickly present on those beaches, and ready for them at the water’s edge, but simply because they were close enough to get there before the Marines could get themselves established ashore in force. The nine type 95 light tanks the Japanese had on the island were within easy striking distance near the Seaplane Base, and reinforcements, mostly engineers, were stationed near King’s Wharf and the Detachment HQ there with Watanabe himself. And they would have plenty of time to see the enemy coming. The offshore reefs here were 800 yards from the beach, unlike Red Beach, where the reef was only 100-200 yards from shore. The Higgins boats would not be able to cross the reef, which meant his men would be wading through chest high water, eight football fields of it, before they got ashore, and under fire the entire time.

The Pioneers had been given most of the LVT “Alligators,” but they were not here. Those craft had demonstrated at Tarawa that they could cross the reefs and get men ashore fast, but the lesson learned had not been applied here. McLeod saw many good men, hit, foundering in the water, wounded or dead, their equipment lost on the sandy coral studded bottom of that lagoon. By the time his men finally did reach the beach. They were badly disordered, clustered in small groups on the sand, and the enemy machineguns were raking their position.

McLeod’s battalion had four companies, three were on his left where the beach ran down from the jutting sand spit. He was in the center of the beach, riding in a boat that had slipped through a small gap in the reef. He had come ashore right in front of a Japanese heavy machinegun position, which pummeled the beach with accurate fire. As soon as that drop ramp fell, the bullets were snapping off the metal on every side, killing three men instantly. His communications officer took a round in the head, and would speak no more, and McLeod himself was grazed by a ricochet on the left arm.

It was death to linger in the surf, so he and his entire HQ section ran like hell for the dry earth, another man down before they got there, and blood in the water all around that boat. He looked about, seeing all his strength had moved towards the sand spit to the left. On his right, the mortar teams were ashore and trying to get set up for support fire, and 4th Company was engaged, trying to clear a narrow stretch of beach so the engineer company could land. They drove back the Japanese infantry, but the boat got hung up on some unseen rocks in the surf, and the engineers were taking time to get ashore.

South of that sand spit, enemy strength was building up fast. The nine Type 95 light tanks were good for small mobile pillboxes, blocking the way into the sand spit near the main road. They were supported by three companies of infantry converging on the scene, and both the regular and aviation engineers. Then anything they had in the way of mortars and infantry guns came raining down on yellow beach. 1st Company would take the worst of it, for they were most advanced, being about 50 yards inland near the road. The other two companies were still at the water’s edge, and now tall spouts of shrapnel laden spray began to leap up.

McLeod had his nose in the sand, the surf warm on his cheek, and pink with blood. He couldn’t see anything that was going on to his left, and his radio man was dead. So he started crawling along the beach, vulnerable and exposed, with bullets whizzing by his helmet and thudding into the sand all around him. He owned exactly six feet of Makin island, his boots still wet with the surf, and was pretty much in command of nothing and no one at that moment.

He suddenly realized he was in the wrong place. Jones was dead, and his body was back in the surf, so the Colonel made an ignominious retreat, sliding back into the water on his belly and then working his way around to get back to that radio. When he reached it, in waist high water, he spent ten minutes trying to get it sorted out and get hold of regimental HQ. There was only one word that could adequately convey the situation. “Mayday, Mayday! They’re all over us here! We’re barely hanging on. We need support, anything flying or floating, and we need it damn well now!”

That came as quite a surprise to the Regimental C.O., Colonel Holmes. At that same moment, he was just stepping ashore on red Beach, which was quiet and mostly empty. The boats had all moved back out to sea to begin lifting in supplies, and his two battalions had met absolutely no resistance beyond intermittent sniper fire. They were already half a mile inland, working their way through the thick mangroves and coconut trees. If Watanabe had enough troops to actually defend that end of the island, McLeod and his men would have had a big slice of hell on their hands. As it stood, purgatory was none too pleasant from his perspective at that moment.

Holmes realized what was happening. The enemy had double teamed McLeod, and was trading ground for time on this end of the island. So he ordered the Marines to hump it east as fast as they could get there, and then sent word back to Edson.

“Look,” he reported. “Ken McLeod with 3rd Battalion ran into a hornet’s nest on Yellow Beach. We’re moving, but I don’t know how long it will take us to get there, or what may be in front of us. You need to get him some help. Can we lift the Pioneers in there?” He was referring to the 2nd Pioneer Battalion, attached to the 6th Regiment for this mission.

“Well, we know there’s a defensive front south of On Chong’s Wharf. Who’s gonna breach those positions if I send the pioneers to McLeod?”

“Hell, they can breach them from the other side for all I care. My men will get through. You just get something to Yellow Reach, and fast. We’ll be calling it Red Beach Three soon, and you know what I mean. They’re still in the surf.”

“Roger that,” said Edson. “I’ll do what I can.”

He ended up sending two companies of Pioneers—combat engineers specializing in breaching operations, demolitions, mine sweeping, and construction of improved positions. Along with them, he collared the major in charge of 3rd Company, amphibious tractors, and ordered him to move to Yellow Beach as well. He might have sent the single company of Shermans attached to the regiment, but it had already been moved into the Red Beach zone on the follow up waves. McLeod was just going to have to hold on as best he could.

Six of the ten destroyers that were assigned to fire support ashore were within range of that beach, so Edson now looked for more help from the Navy. O’Bannon, Nicholas
 and Radford
 would answer the call, and began laying down support fire about 300 yards inland.

Helldivers and Wildcats were next on the menu. Holmes got a call in to Spruance with Taffy-12 and asked for another strafing run over the enemy position, and any kitchen sink that was not bolted down in the latrines. He would get what he asked for, as the carriers had squadrons up, masters of the skies over the island, and on ready call for close support runs like this.

If anything is to be said about the travail of Colonel McLeod, we must also not forget the bravery and desperation of General Watanabe. One wolf was already in the fold with that surprise landing on Yellow Beach, and more were on the prowl to the west. His 343rd Battalion was now fully committed against the dangerous incursion south of the sand spit and Seaplane Base, along with his only AT unit, three MG sections, all nine of his T-95’s and all the Aviation and combat Engineers at his disposal. He had no destroyers, cruisers, or carriers to call on for support. It was either win here with the men and arms he had…. or die. There would be no surrender. He would not suffer any of his men to become prisoners, nor would the Marines care to take any.

By this time in the war, there was a hardness of heart in the Marines, burned black as coal on Viti Levu, Efate, and at Port Moresby. They would become as brutal and vicious as their enemy, preferring to kill any who opposed them; giving no quarter, and asking none. That was why 3rd Battalion was fighting like a bearcat on Yellow Beach that day. They knew that bayonets and bullets would pierce their flesh, if they did not first bring the same to their enemy.

3rd Company was still on the beach, low on ammo, and holding on by their fingernails. Now the Japanese organized an all-out shock attack, the dread Bonzai
 charge towards the sea by the bulk of the force in that sector. Mortar shells were falling in the surf. The rattle of machineguns churned up the water. One of the Higgins boats had been hit and was on fire, the thick black smoke marking the position for all to see from afar.

They heard the grating order from the officers, saw the glitter of bayonets, and then came the deep throated calls—Bonzai! Bonzai!
 Behind it came the wave of khaki uniformed men, their rifles tipped with steel. They rushed through the small steel islets of those tanks, and the Marines now opened up with any ammo they still had to fire. They were taking it off the dead, and the few MGs they had up and running had barrels hot as molten lead.

3rd Company fell back, driven south into the lines of 1st Company, just as the next wave of reinforcements appeared off shore. In came the Wildcats, their wings ripping fire at the ranks of the enemy charge, and then they danced up into the smoky blue sky, the sun gleaming on their wings.

Pushed onto 1st Company now, the defense was stronger. The enemy that did actually close to hand combat with the Marines found they were facing a band of tall, powerfully built men, made of muscle and steel, and with a ferocity they had could never imagine in their enemy. All they knew of the war was that Japan had swept the Allied forces away by the thousands, marching them off to slave labor camps with utter disdain. Watanabe’s men had been sitting on Ponape until they got the order to move to Makin, and now they knew that things had changed. The very fact that these big enemy Marines were even here was mute testimony that something had slipped over the event horizon, and that Japan’s war had now begun to slowly spiral down, inexorably, into the black hole that promised doom and defeat.

Colonel McLeod heard that charge, and he rushed forward, yelling at the top of his lungs at the Pioneers as they sloshed into the surf. There were also 18 LVT Alligators growling ashore, and that was mana from heaven as far as he was concerned. Donald Roebling, a retired engineer, wanted to design and build a vehicle he could use in the Florida Everglades, and it soon caught the attention of the Marines. After a few modifications, it would become the LVT-I “Alligator,” a tracked vehicle that could float and swim in the sea using its tracks fitted with special ‘Paddle Cleats’ for propulsion. 18 men could ride in the back, with 4,500 pounds of equipment or supplies. A pair of HMGs were mounted for fire support, but the main virtue of the craft was getting men ashore fast, and over obstacles like that reef.

The Pioneers (combat engineers) arrived in the nick of time, and McLeod then personally led the counterattack, to stop that wave of enemy soldiers. The two sides were in a death grip for the next ten minutes, and then the momentum shifted, right over that unseen event horizon that so often decided the fate of a battle, a moment, a man’s life. Here, it was the Marines pushing forward, with bullets, bayonets, rifle butts, bare hands, elbows, and raw muscle.

At one point, a Japanese soldier thrust his bayonet at a big unarmed Marine, who was faster than the enemy thought a man of his size could move. He sidestepped that thrust, and literally lifted the smaller Japanese soldier right off the ground with his hands on the poor man’s throat, choking him to death. There stood a metaphor for what was about to happen in this war. It had come to that, from MacArthur and Nimitz dickering over troop transports and strategies, through the carrier duels, and right onto Makin Island, at Yellow Beach, with one man’s hands on the throat of another….

There, at that moment, in that crucible of blood and fire, the men of 3rd Battalion, 6th Marines would see their faces in the gold, and they knew that no matter what happened to them individually, the unit and the Corps behind them was still there, still coming on like those snarling Alligators. They were going to win this thing, come hell or high water.

 






 

 

 


Chapter 20



 



Lt.
 Commander Kenji Fukada walked in to the Admiral’s ready room, saluting. Captain Harada was already there, along with the other task force Captains, all gathered to discuss the latest news from the front. The Admiral spoke first, a weariness on him that morning, facing work that needed to be done, but with a certain reluctance.

“I suppose you’ve all heard that the Americans are in the Gilberts.”

“Just a little ahead of schedule,” said Harada.

“Surprising,” said Fukada. “After they retook Port Moresby, I was certain they would move on Tulagi.”

“It’s undoubtedly on their list,” said the Admiral.

“Well what about Guadalcanal?” asked Captain Jenzu of the Kaga
 . “They had to fight there for months before they could move on up through the Solomons.”

“We don’t know if that battle will play out as it did in the real history,” said Kita. “To me, it looks like they’ve pivoted to the Central Pacific strategy.”

“That’s what I would do,” said Harada. “It’s all about the bombers now. This is just to get on the doorstep of the Marshalls. They’ll want Kwajalein and Eniwetok next. After that, we know they go for the Marianas—Guam, Saipan, Tinian. From there, they can burn Tokyo to the ground once they move in the B-29s”

“I just don’t see how they can bypass all those positions in the Solomons,” said Yoshida, Captain of the Akagi
 .

“Why not?” said Fukada. “It would take them a year to run Operation Cartwheel all the way up to Rabaul. They could get to Saipan a whole lot sooner from the looks of things. Tarawa fell yesterday, and they hit Makin Island this morning. We all know it won’t hold out but for a few days, and that pretty much wraps up the Gilberts. Those island garrisons can’t stop them. The only thing that might impede their progress is the Kido Butai.”


“Our carriers fought two hard battles over Milne Bay,” said the Admiral.

“And they won,” said Fukada, “at least in a strategic sense. They successfully covered the landing of 3rd Division there, and then prevented the Americans from landing a counterattack force.”

“You could say that,” said Kita, “but it came at a cost. That’s why they had to send all those carriers home for repairs. Then the Americans just diverted to Moresby, and I think that had to be MacArthur’s doing. After all, if they have pivoted to a Central Pacific Strategy, he’s just left holding the bath towels. His ego won’t permit that, so I expect he’ll push for Buna and Gona over the Kokoda trail.”

“We all know how that turns out as well,” said Captain Namura off the Kirishima
 .

“We can’t be certain of that outcome,” said Fukada. “The same pieces are on the board there, but the game is being played a year late. The Australians had already pushed into Buna and Gona in late 1942, and were fighting to secure those objectives by January of 1943. So we see what the successful capture of Port Moresby bought us, a year in Papua New Guinea.”

“Horii is retreating to Buna now,” said Harada, looking at the latest reports provided by the Japanese. “The Australians are right on his heels now that they’ve been landed at Moresby in force. I think this will follow a fairly predictable path. The real fighting will be at Buna and Gona soon, and then the Milne Bay garrison will be outflanked.”

“Only if the Allies can get those airfields up and strongly occupied. We still have good fields at Lae, Gasmata, and the field at Milne Bay is being repaired and expanded as well. If Yamamoto and Imamura have the planes, they can hit Buna and Gona from three directions, not to mention Rabaul and Buin can also send bombers.”

“My point is this,” said Harada. “3rd Division at Milne Bay is now like a good knight posted in the center of the board. It can be defended, but at the moment it doesn’t have anywhere to go, so it will just sit there holding turf to protect that single airfield and port. But frankly, all this talk is beside the point. I think the Americans are going to keep pushing in the Central Pacific, and I agree that only Yamamoto can really challenge them there. If the Kido Butai
 can’t beat Halsey’s carrier forces, and decisively, then the Americans will just knock off one island garrison after another, and the only hindrance will be their ability to keep the troop transports moving.”

“What’s the latest report from the Navy?” asked the Admiral.

“Yamamoto made an approach to the Gilberts,” said Harada, “but apparently thought twice about that. He pulled out, and wisely, to wait for the three carriers here in the Home Islands. The latest has him moving to Kwajalein, in the Marshalls.”

“We could settle this in a few days,” said Fukada, willing to speak what was obviously on everyone’s mind, but left unsaid. “Why don’t we just sortie and be done with it? All we’d have to do is put three or four of those damn Essex
 Class Carriers under, and that would stop the Americans in the Central Pacific for a good long while.”

“They wouldn’t quit, even if we do inflict that kind of harm.” Harada was doubtful.

“No, they won’t quit, but we’d buy Japan another year, at the very least. Then, when the Americans replace their losses, we just go out and smash them again. I don’t see why we’re hesitating here. We all know what’s on the agenda if we fail to act. Somewhere in the next six months, they move on Saipan and Tinian. Yamamoto will have to oppose that, and if history gets its way, we’re looking at the great Marianas Turkey Shoot. We lost over 600 planes in that mess, not to mention three fleet carriers. After that, the Navy could never pose a real threat to the Americans again.”

“Nagano has asked us to cover the Home Islands,” said Kita, “and stand watch on the Russian battlecruiser.”

“With all due respect, sir, that’s nonsense—a waste of time. It may give Nagano some comfort in knowing the Americans won’t be pulling off anything like another Doolittle Raid, but while we sit here, they’ll move inexorably through the Marshalls to the Marianas. Then we’re not looking at simple carrier raids on the Home Islands, but heavy bombers. It will start with 100 plane raids out of China, until they get Saipan and Tinian. Then the numbers ramp up in mid-44 to 200 plane raids, then 300. Eventually they reach 500, and burn the nation black as coal. We could expend every SAM we’ve got, and after that, they’ll replace every last bomber we shoot down and carry on. They built just under 4000 B-29’s between now and June of 1944. How many missiles do we have, gentlemen? Unless we stop them from taking the Marianas, sooner or later, we burn.”

Silence.

Every man there knew Fukada was correct. It was all the uncomfortable history that they never wanted to remember, but there they were, flies in the teacup, and with no way out as far as anyone could see. Fukada was direct and to the point. If they were at war, then why not win it?

“He’s correct, Admiral,” said Captain Hiroji Asano off the Kongo
 . “What have we got, 300 missiles in the entire Task Force? Maybe 100 spares on the Omi?
 That might put a dent in those B-29’s but if they can build 4000, then they can build 5000. You all get my point. If we don’t keep them from obtaining bases inside that bomber’s range, we’re finished.”

“Suppose we do go after Halsey’s carriers,” said Kita. “What about the Russians?”

“What about them?” said Fukada. “We sent them running last time we met. Hell, they had to pop off a nuke to take down half the ordnance we had in skyfall. Otherwise, we might have put serious harm on that battlecruiser, or even sunk it. I say we fight. If the Russians want to do anything about it, then we take them on as before.”

“You won’t forget the time you spent getting the seawater out of your ears, eh?” said Kita. “Don’t forget that there’s a submarine out there too. Takami
 paid the price, and that was a heavy setback.”

“Yes,” said Fukada. “It’s war. We have to be prepared to take casualties ourselves, but we can prevail.”

“And if the Americans throw a thousand planes at us off their carriers?” Kita was playing the Devil’s Advocate, every bit as cautious as Fukada was aggressive. “Those thousand-pound bombs they can drop on us will do as much damage to our ships as they did to Yamamoto’s. In fact, even more, as we have little or no armor. Our main defense, aside from the 300 SAM’s we may still have, is in keeping them at arm’s length, and then hitting them before they can get close enough to find or strike at us.”

“Admiral,” said Harada. “I think we would do better to act in concert with the Kido Butai
 , instead of going off hunting for Halsey on our own. That way, we can help defend Yamamoto’s remaining fleet carriers, and assist him offensively as well.”

Many Captains nodded in agreement, and Kita could see that the prevailing mood in the room was that they should do something, fight, and not sit idly on the sidelines like a closer in a baseball game where they may never get the lead. Kita loved baseball, but had the strange thought that he did so only because the Americans prevailed in this war, and brought even their sports to the homelands of Japan when they occupied the place. And all the missiles under his decks were American made. The United States had been a trusted and steadfast ally of Japan for decades after the war, and he still felt a twinge of guilt to be raising his fist against them now. Yet it was either that, or he could see his homeland burned. Fukada put it very bluntly.

“Sir, let me remind you that if we lose, many of us will pay the ultimate price. Our great grandparents are out there, this very moment. Which of them might die when the American bombers come for our cities? God only knows what would happen, but are we going to see officers and crew just vanish when that happens, because they never even existed?”

“Apparently none of them suffered that fate in the history we know,” said Kita. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be sitting here discussing this.”

“Yes sir, but that could change. Remember, everything that happens here is writing a future history that we have to live in—a history that gave rise to the building of these ships, and our very presence here. All that is on the table now, and we can either defend it, preserve it, or simply vanish….”

“Well gentlemen,” said Kita. “Is there a consensus here that we should now intervene directly, and support Yamamoto in the Marshalls? Let’s have a show of hands.”

The white gloves were raised, one after another, and there was no doubt that the Captains wanted to fight. Kita nodded. “Alright, I’ll take this to Nagano. But if we do operate here, I think Captain Harada’s point about coordinating our efforts directly with the Kido Butai
 is well taken. That’s what I will order. Word is that he’s asking for Shirane
 and Akagi
 to be sent to reinforce him in the Marshalls, so it looks like he may want to make a fight of it there. So he’s going to have two ships names Kaga
 and Akagi
 in his order of battle, and gentlemen, be proud to fight with the men out there on the ships ours are named after.”

“Aye sir,” said Fukada. “Japan always did have a strategy seeking one decisive battle, and it looks like we can give them that, win, lose or draw.”

“Well we need to be on our game,” Kita admonished. “I think I can get Nagano to agree to this, so be ready to depart on a moment’s notice. Also, discuss this with your crews, and see if you have a consensus. I don’t want any reluctant warriors out there. If anyone does object, they can go ashore here, and serve in some other capacity. All those who do sortie with us should be committed to what we plan to do.”

“So what is the plan?” asked Fukada.

“Assuming Nagano permits this, then I think we should move into the Marianas. From there we can support any move Yamamoto makes in the Marshalls.”

“No disrespect, sir, but are we going to allow Nagano to trump our decisions?” It was clear that Fukada wanted no reins on his chariot steeds.

“I think I can obtain his consent, but it would be… difficult if he strongly objected. He seems a reasonable man. If necessary, I can convey our concerns in the same pointed manner you used here, Lieutenant Commander.”

When he received news of the American attack into the Gilberts, it did not take much to convince Admiral Nagano that stronger measures would be required. The Americans had shown him that the outer bastions, the wall the empire had built in the far reaches of the pacific, was acutely vulnerable. Those islands were thousands of miles from Japan, and not one was strongly garrisoned. The Americans had the initiative now. Even Yamamoto’s successful occupation of Milne Bay was really nothing more than a stop-gap measure to eliminate a dangerous inroad in their defenses.

They will come for the islands, one by one, he knew. They can muster as much force as required to overcome the garrison, and all our soldiers can do in those battles is fight honorably, and die. Only the Kido Butai
 can stop them, and seeing Shinano
 leave here under the Emperor’s smiling review, and then shamefully return weeks later, her hull and deck blackened by damage, and having to dock at night, was quite a shock.

This man, Kita, tells me we will lose this war if we do not act decisively, just as Yamamoto told me the same. I fear the Gilberts will be lost in a matter of days. If Kita can help Yamamoto stop the American advance into the Marshalls, it may buy us the time we so desperately need to get aircraft production up to acceptable levels. As for the carriers, we have exerted ourselves to get these hybrid ships afloat. The Shadō Butai
 is now fully deployed, and it will be a long time before we get any more fleet carriers to replace losses that could come in the blink of an eye once battle is engaged. And for every American carrier we sink, it seems they build two or three more!

So I will give my blessing to Admiral Kita, and send our great grandsons to try and do what we will surely fail to do in this war. At the very least, we may forestall the American advance for a long year, and who knows what we might accomplish in that time? There are many weapons programs under development, things so secret that even I do not know them all. Perhaps this Admiral Kita could tell me about them, but as yet, he does not seem to include them in any discussion of the war that still remains unfought. All I am told is that unless I act, by 1945, Japan will be in ruins, and our stubbornness will force the Americans to take measures that bring unthinkable destruction to our homeland.

That must not be permitted to happen.

Admiral Kita will fight.

 






 


Chapter 21



 



The
 landing and sacrifice in high casualties on Yellow Beach made all the difference in that battle. It put US Marines inside the enemy citadel, drawing in reinforcements from all quarters. When the Japanese failed to crush that landing, their position was effectively cut in two. 344th and most of 345th Battalions were still to the west and south of On Chong’s Wharf, and everything else was south of the main King’s Wharf.

By dawn of September 11, Edson’s old outfit, the 1st Marine Raiders, had cleared the airfield and were now approaching the eastern defensive trench lines. The remaining two battalions had advanced up the road to face off against the western defenses near On Chong’s Wharf. That same day, more transports appeared bearing the Army’s 27th RCT, and that was the icing on the cake. Makin was doomed, and it would just be a matter of how and when the garrison chose to die, for they would not surrender.

It would be two more days of fighting there before it would end. 1st and 2nd Battalions, 6th Marines, fought their way through the western defense line, now being defended by no more than two companies of the 344th Battalion. By dusk on the 12th, they had secured all the area south of On Chong’s Wharf, and were pushing in to join their brothers in the Yellow Beach Sector. That was where the toughest fighting was, but now the full weight of 6th Marine Regiment, backed by two battalions of the 27th RCT, made relentless progress, pushing the enemy through the palm groves until their back was to the blocking position set up by Edson and the 3rd Battalion of the 27th. It ended on the 14th, and one more day was spent to mop things up.

Edson mused on the battle briefly, though he never had any doubts about the outcome. That’s the last time the Japs chase our Marines off Makin Island, he thought. Now we own the Gilberts, and we can turn Tarawa and Makin over to the Seabees. Time to give the 6th a good rest, but now we move 2nd and 4th Regiments into action. Nimitz wants to roll on up into the Marshalls as soon as possible, before they have time to strengthen their garrisons up there. Speed… We need to keep the pressure on, keep punching, and who knows, maybe we can get a knockdown in the next round too.

Lessons learned…. First off, when we do go in, we need more Alligators to get over the reefs quickly, and put troops ashore fast, with good fire support. No more early commitment of forces, and we never isolate a battalion again, like we did at Yellow Beach. We don’t move unless we have a floating reserve waiting right there to reinforce a tough landing like that. 3rd Battalion paid too high a price in blood for that beach, though it meant everything in unhinging the enemy defense here.

The battlewagons were invaluable, but we didn’t use enough muscle here, particularly at Makin. All those 6-inch guns were no good. It took real throw-weight to blast a hardened bunker to bits, and for anything steel and concrete reinforced, it would need an armor piercing shell. Next time we bombard to destroy, not to simply suppress their positions. We ought to pull all the old battleships out of pearl now. They can make excellent invasion escorts, and free up Lee’s faster battleships to run with the carriers. Halsey’s got what he needs now, but something tells me the Japs won’t roll over in the Marshalls. No, they’ll fight with all they have, and there’s going to be one hell of a carrier scrap when we move this time.

 

* * *

 

Edson was just an old leatherneck, but he wasn’t stupid. While the Marines were locking up the Gilberts, Yamamoto was rushing to the defense of the principle bases in the Marshalls. There were only five islands with any sort of garrison worth the name there. Kwajalein was the center of operations, with an airfield on the main island and another at Roi-Namur, it had good aviation support, and was beginning to stockpile fuel for naval support. The garrison there had troops of the 1st South Seas Detachment, the 61st Naval Guard Unit, and Aviation support, the largest contingent in the Marshalls with about 2,200 men.

At Maloelap, the Japanese had built Taroa Airfield in 1939, and it was now one of the best in the Marshalls. Its garrison had troops from 2nd South Seas, augmented by the 3rd Sasebo SNLF Battalion, about 1,500 men under a Japanese Admiral, Shoichi Kamada. The radar station constructed here also made this island an important outpost in the Marshalls, and 12 Mavis flying boats made regular patrols from there, protected by a small Chutai of Zeroes.

Jaluit was another large Atoll lagoon, but only had a minor seaplane base. In spite of that, the Japanese had posted another 1,650 men here with the 52nd Naval Guards Unit, and 4th South Seas Garrison.

Strangely, Eniwetok, with one of the largest lagoon anchorages in the Marshalls, was defended only by the 6th South Seas Garrison of 1,000 men, but it also had strong aviation support, and would become the center of operations as a fall back if Kwajalein were ever lost. That was it, aside from a small 600 man detachment that was out on Wotje, another small atoll with a decent airfield and seaplane base.

So the Japanese had about 6,500 troops in the Marshalls, far less than they should have had to guard these valuable outposts. The Army had only sent its divisions into the bigger territories of the Admiralties, Solomons, and New Guinea, so the Navy had to scrape up troops as best it could to garrison these islands. When he learned that the Gilberts were under attack, Yamamoto knew the Marshalls would be next, and immediately moved to reinforce the key islands there.

All the carriers operating from Momote in the Admiralties, and Rabaul, were immediately ordered to Kwajalein, and from Truk, a strong group of 68 Zeroes were sent to that island as well. The two new carriers, Shirane
 and Mikasa
 , had just completed repairs and were then ordered to sortie at once to join the Kido Butai
 at Kwajalein. So The Admiral was again gathering all his carrier power to oppose the American move into the Marshalls—6 Fleet carriers, 1 battle carrier, and three light carriers. Yet in spite of all those decks, the actual number of planes he could put into the air was not that great.

Admiral Yamashita, with Mikasa, Shirane
 and light carrier Kitsune
 , had a total of 157 planes. Admiral Nagumo, with battle carrier Kinryu
 , along with Kaga
 and Soryu
 , had 167 Planes. Admiral Hara, with Taiho, Tosa
 and the new light carrier Tenko
 , had only 135 planes. Adding in 21 planes on the Okami
 , still enroute, Yamamoto had no more than 470 aircraft at sea, and about 75 fighters scattered among his Marshall Islands airfields. At Momote and Rabaul, another 200 carrier capable aircraft were held in reserve, 130 fighters and 70 strike planes.

Against this force, Admiral Halsey had all of nine fleet carriers now, with about 80 aircraft per flight deck. (Some had 90.) That was nearly 750 planes, and to those he could add the planes on the light carriers Casablanca, Belleau Wood, Vicksburg
 and Gettysburg
 , which added another 300 planes to put him over 1000 planes at sea. That was a two to one advantage if another carrier duel was in the making, but Yamamoto was going to get a little help from a small contingent of carrier capable craft that were even now heading his way to join the Kido Butai
 . There were only a dozen left, but they were F-35 Lightning II’s off the decks of two ships that had stolen the names of other proud warriors from this era, Kaga
 and Akagi
 in Admiral Kita’s small task force, and those twelve planes would be enough to even the score.

At 1,200 MPH, nothing had even the remotest chance of catching an F-35 in flight, except a missile off the deck of the battlecruiser Kirov
 . The planes had a combat radius of over 1,200 kilometers, and could reach 60,000 feet in elevation, far beyond anything in the skies of WWII. These basic performance attributes, along with its inherent stealth, meant that no US radar set of that day was going to find or track those twelve planes. In effect, they could come in at altitude, and release their ordnance with impunity, just as they had done against Kirov
 . It was not until that moment, when the bomb bay doors were opened to broaden the planes’ radar signatures, that even Kirov’s
 sensitive radar systems ever detected the enemy, and by then, those deadly bombs were one the way. If Kita chose to strike at Halsey’s carriers, something was going to be hit, and seriously hurt. That was almost a certainty.

Yamamoto was notified by code that the secret new task force had been dispatched. So, he thought, Captain Harada and his friends return. Nagano did not take my advice to utilize those ships and their amazing weaponry against that Russian battlecruiser. Then again, the loss of the Gilberts must have weighed heavily in his decision. Quite frankly, even with all the power I can muster here, I fear that our next confrontation with the American carriers could become the final disaster for the navy in this war. If Admiral Kita can forestall that, all the better.

 

* * *

 

The Americans were not yet ready to move into the Marshalls. Ships that had been at sea for the last two weeks would need replenishment. Transports would need to return to Suva and Pago Pago to begin moving more men and equipment forward into the New Hebrides and Gilberts. Luganville would be built out as a new forward base, replacing Pago Pago, which was too far in the rear now. So all the units and equipment, and a good amount of the supplies would have to be brought forward from Samoa, a 1,500 mile sea journey.

The Gilberts would also have to receive supplies, Naval Engineers, and heavy equipment to improve the airfields and port capacity, for they were to be the real forward operating base for the assault into the Marshalls. Luganville in the New Hebrides was all of 1,700 miles from the first target in that campaign, while Betio in the Tarawa atoll was only 500 miles away, and the hard-won Makin Island airfield was just under 400 air miles. That was within easy reach of the P-38, but just barely in range for the Marine F4U Corsairs with drop tanks. So the Americans had decided to combine a few P-38 squadrons with some medium range bombers for land based air support should the carriers need to move out of close support range for any reason.

That first target for the Marshalls was going to be Maloelap, with the excellent airfield at Taroa. At the same time, a small detachment would also seize the unoccupied atoll at Majuro where there were prospects for development of a decent airfield. One had already been started there by the Japanese, but it was not well developed. Once Maloelap was secured, the US would have a good fighter field only 200 miles from Kwajalein, and they could then either hit Wotje Atoll, or simply bypass it to strike directly at the Japanese command center on Kwajalein.

All these preparations would take time. In the real history, The Gilbert campaign had been in late November, and the first moves into the Marshalls did not occur until February of 1944, a 90 day pause for all these logistical reasons. Here, with the Gilberts secured a month early, Nimitz was thinking to move into the Marshalls by Late November or mid-December, but MacArthur was also hankering for some movement to secure a better base in the Solomons, fingering the excellent anchorage at Tulagi.

Therefore, two operations would have to be planned. The forward movement to Luganville would be primarily to support the attack on Tulagi, and forces slated to go for the Marshalls would come directly from Pearl Harbor—the 4th Marine Regiment being tasked for that assault, to be followed by two regiments of the 27th Infantry Division to serve as garrisons. So the ball on the pool table that would actually end up hitting Maloelap, would originate from West Coast Ports like San Diego, moving troops and supplies to Pearl, and ricochet off that to hit the Marshalls.

This interval or lull in operations was also going to give Admiral Kita time to make the long 2700 mile sea journey from Japan to Kwajalein, and for the Japanese to bolster their position there. They were looking for naval aircraft and additional troops to strengthen the fairly weak garrisons, and would therefore order the creation of the 1st Amphibious Brigade, under Lt. General Sachimi Nishida. The name of the unit was a little deceptive, for it was nowhere near the strength of a full-sized brigade. It would initially consist of a new amphibious trained infantry battalion, (the 3rd), with an attached ship engineer “regiment,” which was manned by older recruits, men the Japanese called the senpaku kohei rentai.
 They would operate the landing boats used to move that battalion. They would operate to support the Nanyo
 (South Seas) Detachments already garrisoning the islands.

The 200 carrier capable planes in reserve at Momote, Rabaul and Truk would be made available to Yamamoto for immediate deployment on carriers, and the Empire promised to replace those squadrons with fresh units being sent from Japan. So both sides would take advantage of this time to set all their pieces on the board and get ready for the next encounter, one that promised to be one of the most decisive battles in the annuals of the War in the Pacific.
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Dance of Infinity




 


“
 Those who were seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music.”


 


―
 Fredrich Nietzsche


 






 


Chapter 22


 


Fedorov
 and Karpov had been at the inn at Ilanskiy to see Tyrenkov and his small team off, but they did not stay there long. The Siberian had Tunguska
 anchored to the tower at Ilanskiy, and he wanted to get back to his stateroom to review the plans for Sakhalin Island this winter. Fedorov came along, as the two men had been discussing the mission, and all the thorny machinations of time travel. It seemed their discourse had come full circle again.

The alliance forged with Volsky and Gromyko had been made to try and combine their resources and skills to “clean up” the mess they had made, yet with every attempt, the futility of what they were attempting became apparent. They had intended to try and remove any contamination from the time line, and then to withdraw, making one last attempt to return to their own time of 2021. Yet Karpov’s dark warning concerning the outbreak of nuclear war had been most sobering. If that were not enough, the problems posed by both Volkov and Orlov seemed insurmountable.

The dispatch of Tyrenkov to 1908 was a last, and almost desperate measure, but at that time, they had no idea of how terribly wrong it had gone. By the time they reached the airship, and had their long discussion over all they were doing, things were already beginning to change. Thirty-five years in the past, three men were watching the fires rise above that railway inn, the black smoke coiling up like an omen into the sky, its long dark column seeming to point like a finger of doom to that very spot.

One might think that everything in 1943 would suddenly change the instant Tyrenkov put fire to that inn, but that was not the way it worked. Yes, anything the new triumvirate of trouble in 1908 would do, should have been over and done by 1943, the outcomes known, but time was fickle, particularly when Prime Movers were involved, and Free Radicals like Gennadi Orlov.

The Heisenberg Wave that would re-write history would not fully manifest itself to cause that catastrophic change, because the presence of men from other segments of the Meridian had created a yawning Nexus Point in the flow of the continuum. Time would wait upon their decisions and doings, and then decide how the changes they set in motion would migrate into the future, and on which thread they would make that journey.

Things happening in 1908 did not remain in sync with events in future years. Time moved at a different ‘speed’ in 1908. A week there might be many months in 1943, or vice versa, and the things Tyrenkov and his new confederates would do, had not yet been fully decided, except for that first dramatic blow, the destruction of the railway inn, and the determination that it would never be rebuilt. That had immediate repercussions as the first ‘Precursor’ shock wave was suddenly generated by that single act, and then rapidly migrated forward in time.

Fedorov was in the forward gondola, looking down on the taiga and the gentle flow of the river near Ilanskiy, when his eye strayed over the town itself… and something was wrong. He did not see it immediately, because it wasn’t something to be seen. The difference was something missing that should have been there, and a rush of anxiety rose in him like adrenaline when he looked down at the railway yard and saw the gap in the housing east of the main rail, like a missing tooth. He thought he could hear something, deep and ominous, but yet all was silent. It was as if he could feel it instead, some dark hum droning in the very fabric of everything around him—deep sound that could not really be detected by the human ear, nut nonetheless made itself felt with a sense of impending dread. Then the entire airship seemed to sway, as if blown by a sudden wind, prompting him to reach for a nearby rail for support.

What was happening?

He stared, his eyes transfixed on the empty vacant lot below them. There was no mistaking it. There was the park, and the fountain that had always been behind the inn, but the railway inn itself was completely gone! He blinked, rubbed his eyes, stared again, completely amazed. Then the realization hit him like the onset of a storm, and he knew that something terrible had happened. His eyes widened, looking from one place to another.

The security teams that had been a permanent detail around the inn were gone. He could see no guards, and none of the AA gun emplacements that ringed the site were even there. The more he looked, the more he gasped inwardly at what he was seeing—or rather not
 seeing, in the landscape below. There had been a full Siberian infantry division posted at Ilanskiy at all times, but he could see no sign of any military presence here at all.

Then, here and there, he could see small groups of people looking up at the airship, some pointing, others shielding their eyes from the glare of the grey sky as they stared up at the massive shape. It was as if they were just as surprised to see Tunguska
 there, hovering over the town, as he was to see that the railway inn was missing. With thunderclap surprise, he realized what had happened, and he was all movement now to the nearest phone, where he cranked the handle to generate a charge,  and heavily thumbed the red key that would ring in Karpov’s Stateroom.

 

* * *


 



Karpov
 was annoyed by the jangling ring of the phone. He put down the maps, which held the essence of his frustration, for his troops had been unable to break the long stalemate on Sakhalin Island. It was simply too close to the Japanese mainland, and they could reinforce it with such ease that no matter how much he sent there, the stalemate persisted.

“Yes? What is it?”

“Karpov! Come to the forward gondola! Something is wrong.”

“Fedorov? What could be wrong with that gondola?”

“No, it’s something else. Hurry!”

The Admiral, General Secretary of the Free Siberian State, frowned. “Very well.” He looked up at his ever-present bodyguard. “Mister Grilikov, it seems we need to go forward.”

“Aye, sir.”

The stateroom was in the center of the airship, surrounded by an armored citadel with alternating layers of steel and resin that had been tested to resist most any round that would be fired by another airship, or enemy plane. The long metal grated catwalk took them forward to a point about 30 meters from the nose of the ship, where the hand railing marked the location of the ladder and stairwell that led down into that gondola. There were gun mounts, and crews manning them, and they had given Fedorov odd looks when he rushed to that phone to summon the Admiral. Now they snapped to attention, always somewhat anxious and ill at ease in Karpov’s presence.

“As you were.” He folded his arms. “Well Mister Fedorov? Nothing seems amiss here.”

“Sir, we need to dismiss the crew, so I can speak with you privately.” The look on Fedorov’s face spoke volumes, and Karpov’s eyes narrowed. “Very well. Crew dismissed. You can all go and see if you can scare up a cup of coffee or tea. Return in 30 minutes.”

The men would salute, and shuffle up the stairwell, leaving the Admiral and the towering statue of Grilikov. Fedorov nodded at him, and Karpov could see that they needed to be alone, though he could not imagine what this was about. He nodded to Grilikov, who then tramped heavily up that stairwell, his footsteps hard on the metal steps.

“Alright, what is this about?”

“See for yourself.” Fedorov pointed through the forward viewports, right down at the place where the railway inn should have been. Karpov stepped over, and then stopped, as if frozen, his eyes widening.

“What in God’s name…”

“You see why I needed you here.”

“This is impossible!” Karpov just gave him a look of amazement. “I heard no explosion, there doesn’t seem to be any fire.”

“Look more closely,” said Fedorov. “There doesn’t seem to be any security detachment either. And where are all your troops?”

Now the full weight of what he was seeing swept over Karpov. He rushed to the edge of the Gondola to get a better vantage point, looking left and right, clearly astounded. “How Fedorov? How could this have happened?”

“Only one of two ways, and neither of them will be comfortable to talk about. Either we have suddenly moved in time—the entire airship, or something has happened to change the world we’re now living in—the whole Meridian.”

“What? You mean the entire world has changed? Everything?”

“I’d rather look to the first explanation,” said Fedorov, but that failing, then yes, things have definitely changed. Look at that. You’re correct—no explosion, no sign of damage. Everything looks like it has been that way for decades, and therein lies the next piece of the puzzle. If this ship hasn’t moved in time, then something happened in the past to change that—all of it. A full division, and all its equipment, doesn’t simply vanish. The history has changed!”

“Impossible!” said Karpov. “I was up in my stateroom drinking tea, and by God, that teacup is still sitting there, half empty. Nothing on the ship is amiss. The crew is the same. That was Rodin and Suvalov there at that forward battery, as always. If things have changed, then why haven’t we been affected?”

“This ship….” Fedorov ran his hand along the railing. “I felt it move, as if taken by a sudden wind. Did you feel it?”

“That happens all the time,” said Karpov. “You come to ignore it.”

“Well I didn’t, because we have clear skies and calm winds.”

“And that seems to be the case now. What are you suggesting?”

“Your troops are gone,” said Fedorov, “and so is the entire railway inn. That means the world outside this airship has changed—quite obviously—and if the railway inn is missing, then this change originated in the past. Either that, or this ship just moved to another time.”

Karpov was studying the landscape about them more carefully. “The mooring tower is gone…. I can’t make out the tower at Kansk either. But look, Fedorov, the city itself looks much the same—everything is as it was, except for the inn.”

There came a tone on the overhead intercom. “Admiral to the bridge please. This is the Commandant.”


“Bogrov has just noticed something is amiss,” said Karpov. “Well, he’s still here. Right? If something happened in the past to eliminate that railway inn, then it surely would have affected much more than that—this ship and crew, for example, yet here we are, and that was Bogrov on the intercom. How would we survive the millions of changes that would have to take place to cause this?”

“This ship,” said Fedorov. “You were in this ship at Paradox Hour, correct?”

“Yes… I was in my stateroom. Believe me, it was no picnic. The experience was quite harrowing. In fact, I passed out, lost consciousness, and I thought I was done for, Fedorov, but I simply refused to die, to be eliminated.”

“Look at those people. They’re gawking at us as if we’ve just suddenly appeared overhead.” Fedorov pointed. “See what I mean?” He was beginning to put clues together. “I think we haven’t moved, Admiral, which leaves us with the far more uncomfortable prospect that everything else around us has changed, and it should be no mystery as to how this could have happened. We have missing eggs. We just saw Tyrenkov and a couple of your security men off at that railway inn, not an hour ago. Now look.”

“Tyrenkov….” Karpov’s eyes narrowed. “You’re suggesting something went wrong with that mission?”

“Perhaps, but we mustn’t forget Orlov either. When we sent Tyrenkov and his men back, we might as well have thrown a stone into a still pool. They were on a mission to find and eliminate Volkov, and collar Orlov if they could, but yes, something clearly went wrong.”

Karpov nodded. “Oh, it went wrong alright. And I don’t think that was an accident.” He pointed to the missing railway inn. “It was deliberate.”

“You mean someone destroyed it? If they did so, then it happened many years ago. That lot looks like it’s been undisturbed for a good long while. Look at those trees. It would take them years to reach that height.”

“Decades,” said Karpov flatly. “Which means this probably happened in 1908. When else? But Orlov would be too stupid to cover his tracks like that.”

“Orlov? You think he was still there?”

“Yes… I don’t think Orlov went forward as Volsky suggests. I think he got stuck right where he was. When you vanished, I think he went back down
 the stairs, not up, and he found himself right where he was, in 1908.”


“Attention. Admiral Karpov to the bridge. This is an emergency.”


“I think Bogrov has eyes too, Fedorov. He’s obviously discovered that we are no longer tethered to the mooring tower—in fact, there is no longer a mooring tower here at all, which can only mean this place never warranted the building of such a tower, because it was never anything more than a sleepy, backwaters town in the orbit of Kansk.” He stepped to the intercom, cranked it to generate a charge, and thumbed the button. “Karpov here. Standby, Mister Bogrov. I’m aware of our situation. Over.”

“Then it’s finally happened,” Fedorov breathed. “Kamenski warned me about this….” He had a clear memory of the many conversations he had with Director Kamenski, who seemed to have a keen understanding of time, and all the confounding things they had endured. He could almost hear the man’s voice now in his mind, quietly speaking his truth.


“Very interesting, Mister Fedorov, assuming this is the same meridian of time we were on before… much has happened to the world, and most of it our doing… If something happened in 1908 to change the history, then the 1940’s we find ourselves in now may not be the same as those you visited earlier….”


They had spent many hours together as Fedorov struggled to understand the implications and consequences of all they had done. Kamenski had tried to tell him something else about this… about the ship, the crew, their place in all of this; about time itself… Kirov
 was not a thing, not an object, but a process, an activity, a verb.

“Yes, my friend, everything in the universe is like that. Everything is a verb. If you really think about it, there are no nouns. That is just a pleasant and useful convention. Everything is a process. Time is not what you think it is, Mister Fedorov.
 There are no ‘moments,’ only a constant expression of motion…. Old Zeno tried to prove motion was an illusion, that life was like a series of frames in a movie—or a series of positions in a chess game, but he actually had it backwards. This notion of fixed moments in time—that
 is the illusion, a mere convention of thought… 1941? 2021? These are not places, Fedorov, they are activities, movement in a dance. To go to one or the other you simply have to change your behavior—step lively, and learn the dance of infinity. You see, anything can be expressed in that dance…”










 



Chapter 23



 



Anything…
 He clearly remembered what he had taken from that discussion. If Kamenski was correct, then he was just a maelstrom of particles, in this very peculiar shape he called ‘Fedorov.’

How did I even get here, he thought? One moment he was aboard Kirov
 , in the first coming of the ship, lost in that impenetrable fog. The next moment he was in another world, yet retaining all the memories of the life he had just lived, as if his consciousness had just been transferred into another man’s body—only that receptacle was his own self. It was as if he had poured his wine into another man’s cup, and now he was something more than either instance of himself. He was a hybrid, carrying two lives in one soul. Yet that did not happen with Karpov. Instead, he persisted intact, and so did his other self, off somewhere aboard the airship Baikal
 , tending to the duties of the fleet. Their lives remained distinctly different, unique, and all because of this airship—Tunguska
 .

“This ship,” he breathed. “You once told me that you believed it was something in the structure of this ship that saved you that night—spared you from the Paradox when that time finally came.”

“Yes,” said Karpov, “I discovered where we mined the duralumin for the design of Tunguska
 . Why do you think the ship bears that name? It was built in Siberia, at the airship plant I secreted away south of Vanavara. It’s got the fairy dust of Tunguska in its veins, Fedorov. I know, because I’ve moved in time aboard this very ship. I’ve moved and returned again, and it was always something I kept in my pocket, just in case you, or some other enterprising varmint, succeeded in destroying that railway inn.” He pointed to the empty space in the world they were hovering over now.

“Who?” asked Fedorov. “Who is responsible for that?”

“It wasn’t Orlov, for he was just too stupid. And we already know it wasn’t Volkov, because he was late to the party, and only figured out the significance of the place a few years ago. He’s been trying to get his hands on this place ever since. So that leaves Tyrenkov, the only other man who knew the power residing in that stairway, and one who had the intelligence, and the balls, to make use of it. And, by god, we sent him there, like a couple of blind fools. He reached 1908, I’m dead certain of that. We both know how reliable that stairway is. So if someone moved to eliminate that railway inn, it was Tyrenkov.”

“I thought you said he was completely reliable.”

Karpov smiled. “Apparently not.”

Fedorov shrugged, still looking out at the world below them now, seeing the subtle changes, and still amazed at what had happened. Was this the same world, the same meridian of time they had been on before he felt that subtle shudder sweep through the ship? Was this a different meridian altogether?

It was just as Kamenski had tried to describe it. I’m just something the universe is doing, he thought. I’m just a movement in the dance of infinity. I’m an activity
 , a temporary arrangement of particles that seem to persist, though we know it is impermanent. And none of those particles can ever be said to be in any particular place. This was what quantum theory asserted, Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle. The particles were always in motion, never in any one “place,” because there were no fixed places for them to ever be in. That was merely a convention of thought. We wanted things to stay put, but they never did, at least according to Heisenberg. Every particle of the universe was always retaining the possibility of being somewhere else. It was just as Kamenski had argued… “To put it simply, things don’t stay put, Mister Fedorov. There is only constant change and motion—constant uncertainty. And if they are never here, then they are never anywhere else either.”


“Faeries, come take me out of this dull world,” Fedorov whispered. “For I would ride with you upon the wind, run on the top of the disheveled tide, and dance upon the mountains like a flame….”

“What in God’s name are you saying, Fedorov?”

“An English poet—Yates. Yes… We’re riding on the wind now, and this is only just beginning. God only knows what the world out there looks like, but we’ll soon find out.”






* * *


 


If Professor Paul Dorland had been there to offer up his wisdom, he might have said that Karpov, Fedorov, and everyone else aboard Tunguska
 , had just experienced a P-Wave, the precursor or “predictive’ wave of potential change that a major event in the past would send out in all directions. Sometimes these waves would migrate along the continuum before the final Heisenberg Wave was generated, where the real force of change was carried, at once as catastrophic as it was renewing of the meridian. It was Shiva, the destroyer, riding in the van, and Brahma, the creator, right on his heels. But Vishnu, the Preserver, was nowhere to be found when that galloping dance began, on the winds of change, the disheveled tides of time, burning fire on the tops of the mountains of destiny.

The ‘Fairey Dust’ Karpov had whimsically referred to actually existed, in the bones of Tunguska
 , particle fallout remnants from the great detonation event that had so ruptured time. They had been mined from the earth near Vanavara, and fashioned into the duralumin skeleton of the ship, which made the airship a kind of great Faraday cage that protected all within from the ravages of these changes. That was what held Tunguska
 there in the intersection of space and time that it occupied—a place that was not really a place, but merely a junction where threads of possibility all crossed one another—a Nexus Point, as Dorland had defined the phenomenon.

These arcane meeting points, were also ‘places’ where time could turn off on an entirely new direction. They were like revolving doors with many exits, and one could persist there, go round and round, and take any number of new pathways, some that might be predicted by the migration of these Precursor Heisenberg Waves.

Professor Dorland had explained it in more technical terms, without the artistry or lyrical quality of Kamenski’s mind in his discourse with Fedorov.

“What causes the minor variations we have detected here?” Maeve had asked him.



“The P-Waves,” said Paul. “Predictive Waves, precursors. When an earthquake happens, the seismic waves migrate through the earth’s crust. There are those that migrate through the deeper crust called body waves or P-Waves, and these are very fast, often reaching seismic monitors before the real damaging waves that follow. The P-Waves often produce low frequency acoustic energy as well.”



“You mean you can hear them?”



“Not unless you have very good ears. They manifest as ultrasound, very low amplitude sound, and other ambient vibrations. Then the main surface shock waves come, which create the real shear and roll in the crust that causes most of the damage in an earthquake. My theory posits that a Heisenberg Wave acts the same way. First it sends out rapid waves that are precursors to what is going to happen. So I call them P-Waves, as they can be predictive of what is to come—yet they don’t cause the real damage. Ever get a sensation of imminent doom? That’s a P-Wave passing through, you sense it, feel it on some level, though you can’t really hear it. They just begin introducing minor variations and other odd effects. Think of them as outliers, harbingers, little foreshocks of the damage yet to come. As to the future, they are at the greatest angle of divergence, so they get the worst of these P-Wave effects.”



“Angle of divergence?”



Paul thrust out both arms in front of him in a V. “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,” he said. “As they do so, they are very close to one another in the beginning, yet the farther they go, the farther apart they become. Think of those roads as two possible time meridians. There are actually hundreds, thousands, perhaps even an infinite number of possible meridians, but let’s just stay with these two for this example. When they are close together, they are very similar, with only minor variations. Yet as they diverge, that gulf between them sees them become very different. The farther they go, the wider the divergence, and the greater the variation. So… these Precursor Waves, these foreshocks, well, they can cause minor alterations to both meridians, which are retained when these two roads must eventually become one road again. That’s what the Heisenberg Wave is doing, pulling the two possible meridians together again into one new altered prime meridian. So, way out in the future, these precursor shocks are much more severe than they are here. It’s like a whip cracking. The energy flows in a wave along the whip, from the point of initial variation at the handle, to the snapping crack of real change in the future at the far end.”



“You mean they are going to suffer more damage than we will at this point. The changes become progressively worse the farther on in time you go.” Maeve was grasping it now.



“Correct. They could have all these effects I’ve described underway there, only much worse than we’ll get them here. The Ambassadors even hinted at that. Remember? Soon the main Heisenberg Wave will migrate forward, the S-Wave that can shear and roll events into an Altered State, and it eventually settles down, joining all the possible meridians back into one new prime. We’re just starting to see some of the effects here—phase shift, minor time displacement, sensations of déjà vu
 , or its opposite, jamais vu
 . And things can go missing.”



“Missing? You mean things can simply vanish?”



“Yes. Let me give you a painful example you will be sure to grasp easily. Suppose I used the Arch, just like we were planning to do when we wanted to go see the original showing of The Tempest
 . That play was written very late in Shakespeare’s chronology, so let’s say we go to one of his earlier plays, or even his first play.”



“The Two Gentlemen of Verona,”
 said Maeve, knowing every word the Bard ever penned.



“Alright, suppose you’re sitting quietly in your study or library, reading Romeo and Juliet
 . I go back to see The Two Gentlemen of Verona
 , and insanely decide to kill Shakespeare. If I did that, it would make that play the only one he ever wrote. Everything else would be gone. The others were never written: all the Henrys, all the Richards, King John, Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Macbeth
 —all of them. What happens to the book in your hand?”



“It can’t exist,” said Maeve. “So you’re saying it just disappears—Poof?”



“Something like that, only you would only be able to perceive it if you were in a protected Nexus Point. Otherwise, events would probably conspire to have you sitting there reading the only play that could
 possibly exist—The
 Two Gentlemen of Verona
 . Or perhaps the change I initiated would mean you never even went to the library that day. See?”



“But if I was in this protective Nexus, would I see the book just disappear?”



“Probably not, because the book in your hand would be within that protective Nexus as well, so it might persist, at least until the Nexus closes. However, we know the Arch generates such a Nexus when it is operating, which is why we keep the system up and running on low level power. But it has a radius. If you were sitting with that book, just outside the effective radius of the Nexus Field, and I was inside it, watching you. Then I might see the book vanish, or more likely, I would see you
 vanish, as time would have conspired to have you doing something else at that instant, as you clearly could not be reading a play that was never written.”



“So… I see….” Maeve mused inwardly for a moment. “Observers inside a protected Nexus Point can perceive changes caused by major variations in the continuum.”



“You have it exactly,” said Paul. “That’s why we can sit here with the Golem Modules, and review all these variations on that monitor. You see? The Golems are reporting things changed by the P-Waves that precede the final Heisenberg Wave that really changes things. That’s why Kelly was saying that things we were seeing on the module, when everything went black, were merely predictive.”



“I get it,” said Maeve, fairly quick in the uptake. “So if I had just set the book on a side table and wandered off, you might have seen that book just vanish from your point of view within the protected Nexus.”



“Correct.”



“But since this was merely the result of a Precursor Wave, the change is not final?” Maeve was still probing. “There’s still a chance that Romeo and Juliet could live out their brief romance in one another’s arms again?”



“Yes, that would be possible,” said Paul. “Let me see… Ah! I’m a Prime Mover. The very fact that I have the Arch, and can actually travel through time with it, makes me very formidable. The things Primes decide to do carry weight. They have power, generate a certain gravity that can influence possible outcomes.”



“As in your principle of Absolute Certainty,” Maeve suggested.



“Yes. So let’s say I do go back, as in my example, and decide to kill Shakespeare. I pull out my revolver, and point it at the Bard’s heart, fully determined as I squeeze the trigger. Then—click
 —the hammer falls on an empty cylinder, because I had forgotten to load my gun before I went down to the Arch here, and actually moved in time. I had every intention of killing Shakespeare, but my weapon misfired. Bingo! We get a P-Wave generated right then and there. It is generated by the fact that I’m a Prime, and that I’m also in a position to do what I intend, in spite of that misfire. I could find some other means of doing the dastardly deed, and so the P-Wave moves forward, like a harbinger, a warning of what might happen should I actually stick to my guns, or my dagger, or whatever, and find a way to kill the Bard. That P-Wave is predictive of what would happen to Romeo and Juliet
 if you left it on the table and wandered off, and anyone—say Nordhausen, observing the book from within a protective Nexus Point, might just see it vanish.”



“But did it really do so?”



“That remains to be seen, quite literally.” said Paul. “It’s been proven that the location of things can’t be determined until they are observed, and that the act of observation itself has everything to do with where they end up, and the state they are in.”



“Schrodinger’s Cat?” said Maeve.



“A very good example,” said Paul. “A quantum system can exist in a multiverse of many states, each corresponding to a possible outcome. The Copenhagen Theory of Schrodinger’s problem is that the final state is known only when the quantum state is observed, whereupon the act of observation causes it to ‘collapse’ into one of those possible states. Of course, that is only one of many interpretations of Schrodinger’s thought experiment with the cat. In any case, in most of them, observation is the key, or in this case the failure to observe something. If I were to step outside that Nexus Point, and see nothing on the table, it would then tell me that the final Heisenberg Wave had been generated, and the change I initiated had migrated forward to wipe out all those lovely plays—the world over—because they could never exist if I actually killed Shakespeare. Yes, it’s when you step out into the real world and start looking around, that things get interesting… and quite dangerous. After all, we
 are just a quantum state.”



He smiled.







 


Chapter 24



 




Fedorov

 and Karpov would soon learn the truth of those words, for they were a living example of what he was trying to convey to Maeve. The floating Faraday Cage, Tunguska
 , was their protected Nexus, and from that forward gondola, they had both seen the dramatic absence of the fabled railway inn. That had all sorts of repercussions if it was actually gone, beyond the radius of that safe Nexus Point in which they were now riding.



“Do you realize what this means?” said Fedorov. “From the looks of things, that building has been missing for a very long time. That means I could not have come to that railway inn on my journey to look for Orlov in that first loop, nor could I send Orlov and Troyak there to try and destroy it, because it would never be known to us. Yet this is so confusing. The altered meridian we’ve been fighting in relied upon that railway inn. It simply had
 to be there, the place where I encounter Mironov, warning him of his fate, which sets him off to eliminate the young Josef Stalin before he can ever come to power.”



“Are you suggesting that Sergei Kirov never does that now, and that he is, in fact dead? Does this mean Stalin is back in charge?”



“We don’t know,” said Fedorov. “We can’t really see much here. All I know is that I felt something, like a ripple of foreboding, and it moved right through me. It was after that that I noticed things were not the way they should be. We need more information.”



“Let’s get to the main bridge,” said Karpov. “Bogrov will be fidgeting about like an old mother hen. I’m sure he noticed we were no longer tethered to the mooring tower. That may be what you felt when we went adrift.”



Fedorov nodded. “That bodes ill,” he said darkly. “If that tower is gone, then it’s more evidence that the world we’re in now is not the one we were hovering over just a moment before this happened. But we have yet to determine whether or not we
 were the ones who moved in time.”



“Why would we?”



“You know what this ship can do,” said Fedorov, with just the hint of accusation in his voice.



“Yes, but the shifts I made all happened under…. Very unusual circumstances. There was no weather, no storm energy, no detonation of any kind, and we were far above the rift zone we know to exist where that stairway was aligned, so I don’t see why we would move.”



“Right,” said Fedorov, “but remember the ship moved at times, without those events. We phased, wavered in time. We moved forward, then back again to the 1940s, and with no detonations. Remember when we saw that bleak and devastated world?”



“I never saw all too much of that,” said Karpov. “The view from the Brig is rather limited. Come on. Let’s get to the bridge. We can use the radio to raise other fleet units and see if they report anything. Then we can get to my stateroom, and use the secure comm-link equipment to contact Rodenko and Volsky aboard Kirov
 —or Gromyko.”



“You want to count your eggs?”



“Of course, but it’s more than that. If I can’t raise anyone else in the fleet, that will be a strong clue, correct? And if we can’t raise Volsky or Gromyko….”



He didn’t have to finish that sentence. They both knew what it would mean, for Fedorov had warned about it many times. He thought that they might do something, shattering some essential pillar that propped up a future time that would give rise to the building of Kirov
 . Absent that, they had no business being where they were at all, for there would have never been an accident at sea with the Orel
 blowing up and sending the ship back in time. There would never even be a ship to send anywhere!



Yet Karpov had the correct instinct—to find out what the shape of the world around them was as quickly as possible. The radios would give them the means to reach far places and learn something, and Fedorov was eager to get started. It reminded him of those first, early days after the accident, when he was slowly piecing together the clues that would eventually lead them to accept they had moved in time.



“Karpov,” he said as they ascended the metal stairway into the long central walkway where Grilikov was waiting, a stolid mass of shadow and muscle. The darkened interior of the airship seemed like a vast cave, and Fedorov found himself looking warily up at the great mass of the interior gas bags, and the duralumin skeleton of the ship around them.



“What now?” said Karpov.



“You think Tyrenkov did this deliberately?”



“That would be my guess. He is a most resourceful man, and if I am correct, we’re in very grave danger now—all of us. Tyrenkov wouldn’t do anything without very careful planning. Remember, his network is everywhere. In fact, he may even have men, agents, aboard this very ship, which is why Mister Grilikov here will have to become my shadow until we get to the bottom of this.”



“You think he wants us dead?”



“That would be most convenient for him.”



Fedorov thought about that. “If he is back there in 1908, I don’t suppose it would be all that difficult for him to locate our ancestors….”



Karpov gave him a look, said nothing, and then slowly led the way, his footsteps steady and deliberate on the metal grating of the walkway.



 


* * *


 



“This is serious, Karpov, more serious than anything that has happened since that unfortunate business between us in 1908. That’s what built this altered Meridian, and we’ve been on it ever since we returned from that engagement off Oki Island. I didn’t know that at first, that we had come forward to an altered timeline and not the original line of history we were in when we first left Severomorsk. That seems like an eternity—so long ago now.”



They were in Karpov’s stateroom aboard Tunguska
 , frustrated that they had been unable to raise any other fleet unit on Karpov’s normal shortwave channels. It was as if no other ship was even out there. They could not raise Baikal
 , where Karpov’s doppelganger
 was holding sway, or any of the other squadron leaders. The airship fleet was simply not there.



Then, there came a chilling moment when a single voice cut through, challenging them. “Who’s on this channel? Cease and desist! This frequency is reserved for the Imperium. Repeat. This is for Imperial traffic only. Cease and desist.”




Karpov ordered radio silence, telling Bogrov to take the ship up into cloud cover, and beyond visual range of ground observers. Something about that single word, ‘Imperium,’ gave them both a chill. Then they retired to the Stateroom to see if they could raise Kirov
 .



“It seems the party is over,” said Karpov. “I’ve actually enjoyed our time here. You know I’ve always thought it best that we stay here, yet you were so dead set on trying to put it all back together at first. Even this final meeting of the minds with Volsky and Gromyko was just another fruitless effort to set things right. Well, that won’t happen now—not with Tyrenkov gone back to 1908. You heard that radio signal. Imperium? God only knows what Tyrenkov has done, but I can probably make a list without too much trouble.”



He had made such a list himself once, when he had flown through that storm and found himself in 1909 over the UK. He remembered telling Tyrenkov just how decisive that time was, and the power he had at that moment… “

 If Sergei Kirov wanted me dead, it is because he knew I could come here and hunt him down before he ever enacts his own plan to seize power in Russia. From here I can decide everyone’s fate—Stalin, Kirov, even the officers on that ship of mine who dared to oppose me. I can deal with them all!”
 Now it seemed as though Tyrenkov had taken that lesson to heart.


“One thing is already clear,” Karpov finished. “He’s burned his bridges. That’s why the railway inn is missing. And if Volkov’s creation of the Orenburg Federation is any template, Tyrenkov may have set himself up a nice little empire here.”



“This is trouble the like of which we have never seen,” said Fedorov. “There I was, worried and fretting over Orlov contaminating the past, but Tyrenkov is an order of magnitude worse.”



“Agreed.”



“Well don’t you realize what this means? He’ll destroy this entire Meridian, all this history we’ve been laboring through will be re-written again. This is a major point of diversion. If he demolished that inn, as far back as 1908, then that completely undercuts this entire Meridian. If I don’t use that stairway to meet Mironov, then yes, Sergei Kirov is probably dead, killed in 1934.”



“Then we get Stalin back?”



“That is going to depend a great deal on Tyrenkov,” said Fedorov. “Do you think he could out-maneuver Stalin?”



Karpov shrugged. “I have no doubt of that. He simply has too much information. In 1908, he could do the very same thing Mironov did, and just eliminate Stalin before he has any chance to become a dangerous threat. And frankly, he will try and do the same thing to us. I wonder why we still survive? Just as you said, it would not be difficult for him to locate our ancestors.”



“This ship,” said Fedorov. “We survive here just as you survived Paradox Hour.”



“Fairey Dust?” Karpov raised an eyebrow.



“Correct. It’s the only reason I can think of, because yes, Tyrenkov would know that we pose the greatest danger to him now, not Stalin, or anyone else rising from within the revolution. He will surely out-maneuver them all, and take power.”



“What about Volkov, and for that matter, what about Orlov?”



“We know Volkov is there, and suspect that Orlov is as well. Who knows?”



“Tyrenkov was sent back to find those two, and I think he will,” said Karpov. “That man is very efficient.”



“Which is why this situation is so dangerous now,” said Fedorov. “Strange… Perhaps Tyrenkov did try to eliminate us. Who knows, our grandparents could be dead by now, and so this timeline, if it has been altered as we suspect, has no foundation for us to ever be here.”



“Yet here we are,” said Karpov.



“But only because of this ship.”



“What would happen if we disembarked?”



“That wouldn’t be wise,” said Fedorov. “We’ve been standing here thinking we are still in the history that brought us to Ilanskiy to launch Tyrenkov’s mission. That may not be the case, and that missing railway inn, along with missing airships and battlecruisers, is a strong clue that outside this ship, everything we see is an altered timeline. We need to know if that has actually happened—if Volsky and Gromyko are really gone. Let’s try to raise them again.”



They would attempt to raise Kirov
 for the next hour on the coded radio set that had installed here. Yet no matter what code or frequency they tried, there was no response. It was as if the ship was simply not there, which only darkened Fedorov’s view of what may have happened.



“I’m beginning to fear the worst,” he said after yet another failed radio call. There was nothing but the steady wash of static on the line.



“Explain,” said Karpov.



“The ship may not even be here. Alright… we’ve got to think this through. Let’s take it all the way back to Vladivostok. We’re back from our first jaunt through the 1940s, and you sortie with Kirov
 and the Red Banner Fleet, while I shift back to the 1940s from the Primorskiy Engineering center. Now… The absence of that railway inn leads me to suspect that Tyrenkov demolished it, but when?”



“He’d do it as soon as he could,” said Karpov. “If he did this, then he had no intention of ever returning to 1943, so I think he’d destroy the inn the very day he arrived in 1908.”



“Alright, let’s assume that. Yet we don’t know exactly when he appeared in 1908. Did he arrive the same day I did? I appeared the very day of the Tunguska Event, the morning of June 30, 1908. I saw the glow in the sky, and even heard the secondary explosions in the distance. So when did he appear? Could he arrive before me? Help me think this through.”



“Doesn’t there have to be some reason Tyrenkov goes back?” Karpov suggested.



“Good point. He goes back to try and get Volkov and Orlov. We aren’t sure exactly when Volkov appears there, but I certainly did not see him the first time I went down the stairs.”



“This is getting weird, Fedorov. If Tyrenkov destroyed that inn, and prevented it from being rebuilt, then neither you or Volkov use it to ever get to 1908, and if that is so, then Tyrenkov has no reason to ever go back himself. How can he use a stairway that will not exist in 1943?”



“A seeming Paradox,” said Fedorov, “but only if we assume there is only one timeline, one Meridian. Don’t forget the Many World’s Theory. It postulates that there are many different worlds existing parallel to one another, not merely one Prime Meridian. I read up on Dorland’s Time Theory. While he holds to a more classical interpretation, asserting a Prime Meridian exists, he admits to the possibility of what he calls “threading.”



“What is that?”



The temporary bilocation of different worlds caused by an intervention in the past—like our arrival in the 1940’s. We’ve already seen that much of that early history has been re-written. That battle we fought at Kyzlyar trying to find Orlov is a perfect example. After Kirov’s
 second coming, that never occurred. So I think Dorland would say that this is a unique new thread, deviated from the Prime Meridian, and we may now be on yet another such thread because of what Tyrenkov has done. In fact, that may be the reason we can’t reach any of your other fleet airships.”



“The Imperium,” said Karpov. “That smacks strongly of Tyrenkov—just the sort of thing he might set up if he rose to the top. If this is another new thread, why are we still here, with Tunguska
 , particularly at Ilanskiy? We would have had no reason to be there.”



“Right… Did you notice the way the people below is were gawking? I had the distinct impression that they were taken by surprise by the presence of Tunguska
 in the sky. It’s as if we suddenly appeared in their world.”



“You mean we jumped threads?”



“Possibly. It’s clear this world isn’t the one we were in just a few hours ago. The military footprint you established at Ilanskiy was fairly substantial, and it’s just not there any longer. Assuming Tyrenkov did what we suspect, and a new thread developed, we seem to have skipped over to the new altered state, leaving the thread we were on before. It’s clear that 1908 is the real Point of Divergence. That’s where this thread would have to split off from the old one. It’s like a car going down a road that suddenly comes to a Y intersection. We were supposed to go left, but we went right.”



“Into the Imperium Tyrenkov created,” said Karpov. “But Fedorov, we really had no choice. We had
 to go right, because Tyrenkov’s intervention preempts the creation of the Orenburg Federation, and the rise of the Free Siberian State. That’s why we can’t raise any other fleet units here. They never existed. That’s the problem. If this thread persists, then the one we were on must be annihilated.”



Fedorov nodded. “Dorland says the threads, once created, co-exist, but that time then labors to re-unite them back into a new Prime. I’ve thought about this. Imagine you take a rope, and start pulling apart the threads that it is woven from, right in the middle. You loosen up a segment, where the rope then consists of any number of threads, each separated from the other, but slowly converging again back into the main line of the rope—the Prime Meridian. I suppose one or another thread comes to dominate, and this is a perfect example. Tyrenkov has just trumped Volkov’s contamination, and it would seem to me that his intervention will now become dominant.



“And if that is so,” said Karpov, “you can be sure we will have no place in his world. He would get rid of us as soon as possible, and by so doing, he could prevent Kirov
 from appearing in his world as well.”



“How so?” asked Fedorov.



“Just by getting rid of us—you, me, Volsky. We were critical agents that led to Kirov’s
 initial shift to the past. Put some other Admiral in charge, assuming the ship ever gets built—and he would be in a different place. Hell, the live fire exercises may not have even been held. None of this would have happened.”



“On the Prime Meridian, none of it ever did happen,” said Fedorov. We were the first to muck things up, at least I believed that once. I’m not so sure of that any longer.”
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“
 Demoralize the enemy from within by surprise, terror, sabotage, assassination. This is the war of the future.”


 


―
 Adolf Hitler








Chapter 25



 




“So

 let me try and understand this. This Dorland Theory says the Prime can split into multiple threads, caused by direct intervention in the past, and that seems to have happened. Then he says Time attempts to weave those disparate threads back into one new Prime, keeping the dominant threads, and perhaps just discarding others. They become errant threads in the loom, because something done in another thread removes their reason for existing.”



“I think that’s a fairly good way of explaining it,” said Fedorov.



“Yes? Well I still can’t see how Tyrenkov’s Imperium thread can persist or predominate over all the others, because I damn well created him, in every real sense of the word. I selected him, empowered him, and that all arose from the existence of the Free Siberian State. I was his first cause, if you will. If he kills my grandfather, and I never exist, then how does he get into any position to walk down stairs that don’t even exist in 1943. You see how maddening this all is?”



“No, he did that all on our thread. He’s now gone back to the point where our thread first originated, and he’s changing things—but we can stop him.”



“Say again?”



“Yes!” that light of discovery was in Fedorov’s eyes. “We’re important—essential, and Tyrenkov knew that, which is why you speculate he’ll move to eliminate us from the continuum—but he hasn’t! You said it yourself just a moment ago—here we are, and all because of the strange material that worked its way into the fabric of this airship. He may have tried, but he failed. So we’re very dangerous, because we know what is possible, and we also have the means to actually move in time, and then make a decisive intervention.”



That was exactly what Karpov had once told Tyrenkov when he was trying to determine who may have tried to kill his grandfather in 1909. “

 First off, the man must have the knowledge that time travel is possible, and that is known to very few. Secondly, he must have the means to travel in time, and that is another major obstacle. Thirdly, and this is the part that is certainly bothersome, he must have a motive for wanting me dead. Yes. This list is a very short one. As far as I know now, there are only a handful of men who might fulfill all these requirements.”



A handful of men… That’s what it came down to, and all the battles and campaigns and missiles and maneuvers counted for nothing on the scales of destiny when things were weighed out. Three men now had the fate of the world in their hands, Tyrenkov, Fedorov, and himself.



“Here we are,” said Fedorov, “and with real power. None of this may be permanent. Everything Tyrenkov has done could be prevented if we take decisive action now, and this airship gives us a chance to do that.”



“What? You mean we attempt to go back and stop him—to 1908? That would be hit and miss. Yes, I told you I moved in time aboard Tunguska
 , using the energy of a massive thunder storm to catalyze the shift, almost like those nukes I set off would activate Rod-25. But I can’t control where we end up. Hell, I found myself in 1909 when I ran through a storm over the English Channel. It was only luck that I got back to the 1940s, or so I believed. Now I think it was destiny.”



“But Karpov, when you sent me on that mission to Ilanskiy to kill Sergei Kirov, I got there, but not by using the back stairway at that railway inn. I got there by simply overflying the site of the Tunguska Event. There’s a temporal aberration in that area, and we can find it again. If I could get there aboard Symenko’s ship, then we could certainly do the same with this ship. Don’t you see? Tyrenkov may have stolen a march on us, but this isn’t over. We have power, the means to travel in time, and I’m just the navigator to get us where we want to go.”



“Mister Fedorov… You’re a goddamned genius! Very well, I’ll send orders to Bogrov immediately.” He reached for the phone to ring up the bridge.




“Air Commandant.”

 It was clearly Bogrov’s voice on the line.



“Mister Bogrov, set a course for the Vanavara District. I will have precise coordinates for you soon. My man Fedorov will work with your Navigator, but if you wish to check your charts, we will be targeting a location south of Lake Cheko, on the River Kimchu.”




“Very well sir,”

 said Bogrov, and Karpov heard him giving a steering order. He smiled, for it had taken that man a good long while to learn to simply repeat orders before he voiced any concerns or objections. Now he heard what he expected.




“Sir, isn’t that up near the Stony Tunguska? Are we to return to the airship facility at Vanavara first?”




“You can make for that, but keep me informed as we approach. I want three hours’ notice.”




“Aye sir. Bogrov out.”




Bogrov had more misgivings than he had questions, but he knew enough to keep silent and follow orders. This was turning into another of those very odd days with Karpov. Ever since he had come aboard, the man seemed different, darker, more silent and inward, and with a presence about him that is most unsettling.



That big lout Grilikov follows him about like a shadow, he thought. It’s very odd, and now here we go up to the Stony Tunguska. If there’s any place in the world I’d rather not be, that would be right near the top of my list….



 


* * *


 



Tyrenkov
 had thought long and hard before he finally mustered the resolve to put his plans in motion. Everything he had done was well considered, and he had spent many hours in conference with Karpov, his mentor, and the very man who first kindled these ambitions in him with his own single-minded desire for power.

In the beginning, it was difficult to accept the notion that a man could move in time, but when Tunguska
 had actually appeared in 1909 after passing through that storm over the English Channel, he had seen the reality of such movement first hand. Karpov had immediately seen his position there as an opportunity to settle affairs with all his enemies.

Yes, Karpov was a most remarkable man, and his ambition was catching. Tyrenkov learned a great deal from him, and now he remembered that time again, when the Admiral’s first order of business had been to see to the safety of his Great Grandfather, who had been the victim of an assassination attempt by a man named Petrov. He played that time over again in his mind, for it was there that the seeds of his own treacherous plans had really been born….

“This man, Alexander Petrov, seems to have his fate line tangled with my own,” Karpov had told him. “He was attempting to infiltrate the Czar’s secret police.”

“The Okhrana?
 That would be very dangerous.”

“Indeed! Well he very nearly succeeded. In fact, he was being actively recruited by high level officers in the Okhrana
 . They had arrested Petrov and had him in prison, when the man thought to ingratiate himself with the authorities, saying he wished to join and support the activities of the secret police. So he was approached by a man named Sergei, and slowly recruited. The Okhrana
 wanted to use him as an agent to uncover more activists in the revolution, and the inverse was also true. The revolution wanted to use Petrov to get a look at the inside workings of the Okhrana
 . A most unfortunate incident occurred, however, and it all came apart, the whole scheme. Petrov’s handler was in Saint Petersburg, and learning his protégé was there, he made a call, saying he would soon be there to meet with him. No one knows why, but Petrov used that brief interval of time to plant a bomb in the hollow leg of a table where they were to meet. He had rigged out wires used for the doorbell to serve as a detonating mechanism. All he had to do was throw a switch in the hall, then the wires would cease ringing the bell, and send the charge to that table instead.

In came Sergei, wanting to celebrate with a little housewarming party, as the two men had agreed to rent that small apartment for their use, and this was their first night. But when he saw the tablecloth, mussed and soiled by Petrov’s machinations, he wanted to clean it first.

“It’s all soiled,” he said. Let me take it off and we can just use the table.”

That got Petrov’s blood up, as that tablecloth was concealing the wires running to that hollow table leg. He quickly took charge, entreating Sergei to sit and wait a moment, saying he had another clean tablecloth they could use. He would place it over the old cloth, nervous and ill at ease as he did so. Then he excused himself, saying he had left something in the hall for the meal, and seconds later—boom—the bomb went off, killing the handler, but also ending Petrov’s ploy to infiltrate any further into the Okhrana
 . That was apparently no matter to him, for he seemed to have accomplished what he set out to do. You see, the man he killed was no mere handler, but really a highly placed officer in the Okhrana
 . His name was colonel Sergei Karpov, and he was my Great Grandfather…”

Tyrenkov was very surprised to hear this, but remained outwardly calm. “When did this happen?” he asked.

“A good question. I have found different sources with different dates, but they all agree that it was in the month of December, in this very year, 1909. So we are going to see about it. Because at this very moment that revolutionary is still stewing in Saratov prison, trying to finagle his way out to take the path that will eventually lead him to that meeting with my Great Grandfather. Only this time things will be different.”

“I believe they will, sir,” said Tyrenkov, and now he allowed himself a smile. Something told him that a good many other things were going to be different in the days ahead.

It was a simple matter to gain entrance to the prison at Saratov. Once the massive hulk of Tunguska
 appeared in the sky, the authorities in the city were quite shaken. The airship hovered low over the site, bristling with guns, and soon the cabled cargo baskets were used to lower squads of Tyrenkov’s security personnel. Karpov had given him his marching orders, and Tyrenkov did not disappoint. The men landed right inside the prison, and he sent several platoons of black-clad special service troops, well-armed with sub-machineguns, to find the warden. Even as Orlov had found his target in the Prison of Baku, and as Sergei Kirov had found Stalin, the history was again to turn on another visit to a dank prison cell by knowing men from another time. Tyrenkov found the man in question, and without so much as a brief announcement, he concluded the matter.

“Alexander Petrov?” he said.

Petrov looked at him through bleary eyes, thinking that this could only be one of two things. Either it was yet another interrogation, and most likely a beating ordered by the local police, or perhaps, he hoped, this might be the authorities from Saint Petersburg he had appealed to, offering his services to the Okhrana
 in exchange for freedom.

It was neither. It was simply his most unexpected appointment with death.

“You are hereby condemned for the conspiracy and assassination of Colonel Sergei Karpov.”

Petrov heard the words, but could not understand what was happening. “What?” he blurted out, his instinct for survival suddenly pulsing with the adrenaline in his chest. “What do you mean? I have killed no one!”

“Correct,” said Tyrenkov, “for the moment. Yet you will
 kill someone if left to your devices. But not this time.” He reached into his service jacket, drew out a pistol, aimed, and fired. The sharp report of the weapon in the confined space was deafening, but Tyrenkov hardly blinked. He took a long look at Petrov, satisfied that the bullet hole he had put in his head was fatal, and then turned, his boots hard on the cold stone floor of the prison hallway.

Ten minutes later his men were ascending to the ship in the sub-cloud car, and history groaned as it turned over in its sleep. For Sergei Karpov had been slated to become head of the Okhrana
 in Saint Petersburg before Petrov’s bomb prevented that. Now he would
 become head of that nefarious organization, and like his grandson, he had a very long list of things he planned to do, and some of them were going to matter a great deal in the years ahead.

The importance of Ilanskiy in all these plans was cemented into Tyrenkov’s mind long ago. That place had been Karpov’s Ace in the hole, a means of escape from any direct threat in the 1940s, and to a place where he could then launch a devastating counterattack against those enemies. Karpov had laid it all out for him, with his own self-aggrandizing narcissism paving the way. He had come to suspect the other officers from his ship were involved in the conspiracy to kill his Great Grandfather, and by extension, to kill him, eliminate him completely from the timelines of history.

“It was obviously a plot hatched by the senior officers of that ship,” the Admiral had told him.

“The same officers who opposed you earlier?”

“Correct.”

“What was their motive?”

“Obvious again—to prevent me from discovering or ever using that back stairway. To prevent me from ever being able to get here, Tyrenkov, to a time where I can now make truly decisive changes to the history. Don’t you see? Even as we just settled the Petrov matter regarding my Great Grandfather, I have more irons in the fire here. If Sergei Kirov wanted me dead, it is because he knew I could come here and hunt him down before he ever enacts his own plan to seize power in Russia. From here I can decide everyone’s fate—Stalin, Kirov, even the officers on that ship of mine who dared to oppose me. I can deal with them all!”


“Then they are also on your list of possible suspects,” said Tyrenkov, “these other officers.”

“A few might want me dead. They have already taken bold and aggressive action against me to prevent me from achieving my vision—betrayed me, after I fought and saved that ship more times than I can count.”

“I see…” Tyrenkov thought about that. “But they are not here now, in this time. And how could they travel here?”

“Remember my old ship,” said Karpov quickly. “They meet all three conditions I specified earlier, the knowledge of time travel, the means to do so, and a motive to eliminate me. So yes. They are on my list—Admiral Volsky, and Captain Anton Fedorov. I haven’t decided about Rodenko yet, but the fact that his name came up in this Petrov business has me thinking about him as well. He was quite truculent when acting as my Starpom
 aboard the ship. He may also be involved in this conspiracy.” Karpov held up a finger, but Tyrenkov said nothing.

“So you see,” said Karpov. “We have quite a few things to do. We will be very busy in the days ahead.”

“I understand sir, but…”

“But what?”

“Well I was wondering about the war, the situation on the eastern front near Omsk, and our plans for the offensive. Now that we are gone—that you
 are gone—what will happen?”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Karpov. “First off, suppose we returned to 1941 right now, and arrive there an hour after we left? You see? We would not even be missed. But that doesn’t matter. Things we do here may rewrite all that history. What if we were to find Ivan Volkov here, and give him the same treatment we just gave Petrov? Think about that, Tyrenkov. Think long and hard. Who would we be at war with on the eastern front? There would be no Orenburg Federation when we returned—at least not under Volkov.”

“Interesting,” said Tyrenkov, though he did not speak his full mind on that subject.

“The same goes for Sergei Kirov. What if I find him here and return him to the dust bin of history where he belongs? Then who ends up ruling the Soviet Union?”

“This man you spoke of… Stalin?”

“Well I would certainly not leave that little matter unattended. Think again. Who rules if I eliminate Kirov?”

Tyrenkov allowed himself an appropriate smile. “Why, you,
 Admiral. That is evident. You would easily outmaneuver any opposition in this time.”

“Of course I would, and you will be my chief of state. I have big plans for you. Together we can accomplish a very great deal.”

“And the war? The Germans? What about that?”

“From here all that history is in play—the rise of the Nazi Party. The life of Adolf Hitler himself—I hold all these things in the palm of my hand, and all I have to do is close my fist to crush anything I desire!”






 


Chapter 26



 



The
 light in Karpov’s eyes could have started a fire, and it had kindled an ember within Tyrenkov at that very moment. Karpov had shown him just what he could do, and yes, with Volkov and Orlov in hand as a first order of business, he now had to look to his own security. Burning the railway inn at Ilanskiy was at the top of his list, but he knew that his enemies, Karpov chief among them, would still have means of traveling in time, and as soon as they discovered what he had done, they would certainly have the motive to exact vengeance upon him. So that was his next order of business—Karpov, Fedorov, Volsky. He had to eliminate them as threats to further operations he might conduct here.

It was so nice of Karpov to clue me in on the Petrov incident, he thought. To think that I prevented that man from killing Karpov’s ancestor is quite ironic. Yet that was in 1909, almost a year from now. We found a newspaper that gave us the exact date—May 18, 1909. That date becomes problematic for me, but there is a great deal I can accomplish before that.

This Petrov incident can be very useful, but I cannot afford to wait a full year for him to get up the gumption to assassinate Sergei Karpov. I will simply have to speed things along. In fact, it may be very interesting to meet this man—Sergei Karpov. After all, he was going to be in charge of the Okhrana
 one day, an organization I will find very useful here. They will form the foundation level of the new intelligence network I must build. Yes… Karpov taught me very well, and I may also learn much from his Great Grandfather—before I kill him.

He turned to the other men, who were still watching the smoldering ruin of the railway inn. Then he reached into his pocket and took out a piece of paper.

“Come. We need to find a man,” he said. “He is right here in this village, a builder and carpenter named Tovich. I must speak with him at once.”

That was the man who had designed and built the railway inn, many years earlier, and therefore he was a most important man in Tyrenkov’s estimation. What was done, can always be undone, he thought. That was another thing Karpov had taught him. When the other officers from his ship sent a commando team to Ilanskiy, they were able to get through to partially destroy one wing of that inn, eliminating the back stairway for a time. But Karpov found this man, along with his architectural drawings, and he rebuilt that stairway, just as it was before. If he could do that, then I could do the same. After all, my candle burns low here at the moment. Orlov was correct with his impertinent question. Anything I do here must be accomplished in just five years, because come 1913, I become a little baby boy in the arms of my mother here, and that is a paradox I will not want to face.

The fact that I was also here in 1909, just eleven months from now, is yet another thorny problem for me to solve, and this builder will be my solution. I can rebuild the stairway, and the upper landing, erecting it as the time draws near. Of course, I will have to test it to be certain the alignment is correct. Then, assuming all works as it should, I can take a little walk up that stairway on the 18th of May next year, and be conveniently “out of town” when I appear in 1909 on that airship… Assuming that even happens. I might change enough in the next eleven months to prevent that, but one cannot take chances. I must be very careful to sidestep that little landmine, and then, after that is behind me, I will have four more years to accomplish all the rest.

Once I get the stairway project underway, he reasoned, then I turn to the matter of Karpov, and the other officers aboard that ship. They still have the means to come here—aboard Tunguska
 , and aboard that mysterious battlecruiser. I have already taken measures to eliminate the first. The bomb I placed on that airship should do the job, but that battlecruiser is going to take some further thought.

First, I must deal with three men, Karpov, Fedorov, Volsky. Karpov conveniently identified his great grandfather for me, a man I must now find and eliminate before he fathers a son, this very year. I suppose there is no rush. I can always kill the child if I fail to deal with his father. As for Fedorov, I know very little about that man, or any of his ancestors. There are thousands bearing that name, and finding the correct person could take a very long time. So I have devised other means for dealing with him—in 1943. That will leave Volsky, another mystery, as we could turn up no information on his ancestors. Yes, there are plenty of men with that name, but again, killing them all is out of the question.

Volsky was an older man, probably born in the 1960’s. That means his father was probably alive as a child, during the war, and so I have put my best people on that, but as we could never establish the man’s given name, that will be a hard nut to crack. My people in 1943 are looking for a naval connection, perhaps a grandfather in the Russian Navy. There’s no guarantee that was the case, but at least it’s a good place to start.

Then I have one other man to deal with, and before he becomes very troublesome—Adolf Hitler. I have determined that he was born in 1889, so he is a young man of 19 years now, and living in Vienna. His father is already dead, and he is perhaps still grieving the loss of his mother, who died just six months ago, in December of 1907. Yes… I must take a little trip to Vienna soon.

Tyrenkov’s bold move into the past was now cutting at the very root and stem of the world Fedorov and Karpov had built—the world that Sergei Kirov had built. If he were to be successful in all these endeavors, it would knock down all the pillars that supported that world, making way for the new history he planned to write.

His penetrating mind had not failed to realize one important fact about his situation now. He had arrived here in 1908 at a time after
 Fedorov first appeared here. There was no sign of the man, but the innkeeper and his serving maid had informed him that yes, strange men had come to the inn. Also, the fact that he had found Orlov and Volkov here weighed heavily in his understanding.

Fedorov was here, he thought. He’s done his business and then returned to the 1940s to have that little chat with me. He was most informative in that conversation, confirming my assumptions about those stairs. He recalled the moment, playing it back in his mind….


“I am curious. From what I have learned, Volkov also used that stairway to get to 1908. Are you saying that I could do that, this moment, and end up there myself, just by walking down those stairs?”



“That would be a very dangerous thing to do.”



“Yes, I suppose it would. But would it happen, Fedorov?”



“Possibly. Every man gets somewhere, to some time other than the one he leaves behind him. Where you might end up is anyone’s guess, but it could be no earlier than the 30th of June, 1908.”



“Because you believe the event you witnessed from the Irkutsk—at Tunguska—was the root cause of that fissure in time?”



“Exactly. So you see, that stairway represents power of a kind that no man on this earth has ever had at his disposal.”


No earlier than the 30th of June… Well, Fedorov was not here when I took my men down the stairs, nor was Sergei Kirov. The calendar at the inn showed the 1st of July, but the hour was late. It was After Sergei Kirov fled the scene, and he is most likely on the Trans-Siberian rail heading east at this very moment. So whatever Fedorov said to him is…. History.

As for Sergei Kirov, it will be some time before he gets up the gumption to go after Stalin. It took some doing, but my people turned up information on the man—Josef Stalin, a minor operative during the early years of the revolution. Apparently, he became something much more, so I will also have to visit the prison where that man is presently holed up. If I time things right, and get people into the inner structure of that facility, I can just wait for Sergei Kirov to show up, and kill two birds with one stone. One by one, I will knock the little blackbirds right off the wires of history, and clear the way for all that I plan to build.

But first I need to cover a few more bases here.

“Come, gentlemen, our work here is finished for the moment. We’ll collar that carpenter, get hold of those architectural drawings, and then we need to take a very long trip.”

“Where are we going?” asked Orlov. “Moscow? Saint Petersburg?”

“Vladivostok.”

“What will we do there?”

“Assess the situation. We will see who’s who, and begin the long process of recruitment. And I plan on checking records to do a little research as well.”

“But isn’t the Tsar still in power? Isn’t it dangerous for us to travel?”

“It will be dangerous for us everywhere, but more so for anyone who thinks to oppose us.”

“But what about Fedorov and Karpov? You know where they’ll go, right there.” Orlov pointed to the northeast, were the sky was still blazoned with hues of ochre and tawny gold. The dull rumble of the event that had changed time itself could still be heard.

“Vanavara,” said Tyrenkov. “Yes, good thinking, Orlov. If they realize what we’re up to, they will take that airship to the place it was named after, and Fedorov will see if he can pull off a little magic trick of navigation again and get back here as he did before. That would be very dangerous for us. They would have an airship, and could easily out-maneuver us here, but there’s nothing we can do about that now. It would take us months just to get anywhere near the place, and what would we do if we did manage to get there? We’d simply watch that airship of Karpov’s appear, and then sail off into that red sky, looking for us. And you know the first place they will look—right here, assuming they can find and disarm the bomb I placed in their airship.”

“Bomb? You think of everything, Tyrenkov.”

“A man needs to keep his wits about him. Yes? So we need to get as far from Ilanskiy as possible, and travel discretely. Unfortunately, our options are limited at the moment. There are few roads here, so we will have to use the rail line. They will know that, so we must be very careful. They may expect us to go west, but instead we go east, following Sergei Kirov to Irkutsk.”

“You’re after him?”

“Not just yet. I will know where to find him later. For now it is Karpov I’m worried about.”

“Karpov?” said Volkov. “You mean that snot nosed ship Captain?”

“The very same.”

“You just said he would be at Vanavara,” said Orlov.

“Perhaps,” said Tyrenkov, “assuming he manages to get back here again. In the meantime, there is one place I know he will appear soon, in the Pacific, with that ship of his.”

Karpov had told Tyrenkov the story of how he first shifted to 1908, appearing in the Pacific, so he knew about everything that had happened. Karpov would visit Vladivostok, in a self-aggrandizing effort to impress the locals and establish a base there. After that, he sails off to confront the Japanese Navy.

“I don’t understand,” said Orlov. “Is he coming on the airship?”

“The battlecruiser, and he appears on the tenth day of July, so we must get moving because he will take his ship to Vladivostok a few days later, and we must be there. It he avoids the traps I have set for him in 1943, this will afford us one more place where we can eliminate the man. The next train comes in two days, and it will get us to Vladivostok just in time.”

Volkov was still quite confused. “Karpov appears here? In 1908, and with his ship?”

“There is a good deal you do not yet know,” said Tyrenkov. “Perhaps you can fill him in, Mister Orlov. If we can deal with Karpov at Vladivostok, that will solve the problem of the airship.”

“I don’t see the connection,” said Orlov.

“It’s quite simple,” said Tyrenkov. “If we can get him there, then he never sets up his little Free Siberian State, and he never even builds the damn airship. His story ends. Understand?”

Orlov inclined his head. “If that happens, then how do you know any of this? Doesn’t he have to build his Free Siberian State and make you Chief of Security to tell you all of this?”

“Chief… Chief… He’s already done that. It’s all up here, and that is where it will stay.” Tyrenkov pointed to his head. “Don’t you remember everything that happened after your ship first came here? All of that has been re-written, yet you still remember it. So even if I do succeed at Vladivostok, effectively re-writing the time line, I will still remember what it once was, even as you can still remember how Karpov duped you into that little mutiny he planned aboard your ship. Yes, Orlov, he had a good laugh about that with me on more than one occasion.”

“Oh?” said Orlov. “Well did he also tell you how I busted his gut for that? I should have done a whole lot more.”

“You’ll get your chance, Chief. Come, let us conclude our business here and move east to the next village. We need to get away from this place, and hopefully we can deal with Karpov before he finds a way to get back here.”

Tyrenkov had a keen realization of where he was, at the very root of the world that all Karpov’s interventions in 1908 had set in motion. From here, he could exert a profound influence on how that world turned out, for in effect, he was standing on the Prime Meridian, and right before a point in that long rope that had begun to fray and unravel. Could he hold those disparate threads together, then weave them back into something new?

He turned, leading the way

 

 

 

 






 


Chapter 27


 




Tunguska

 had flown due east until they reached the Angara River above Bratsk, then turned to follow it north. If they kept on that heading, the watercourse would point them right at Vanavara on the Stony Tunguska River. Not far beyond that last boundary, they would enter the zone of the event, where trees still lay prone in silent ranks, blown flat by the force of the explosion.


Karpov had ordered the ship to climb fairly high, well above the cloud deck, and it was now very cold. He spent most of the time in his armored stateroom, but on occasion, he would take walks along the long central grating, past the massive gas bags, that bulged under the strain imposed by the expanding helium within. Grilikov was a silent shadow in his wake, breathing heavily with his oxygen mask on. The only other sounds were the occasional creak of the rigging cables over the low drone of the ships engines.

Karpov found this elevation very uncomfortable, and rarely left the pressurized and armored stateroom, where heaters would also hold the terrible cold at bay. This time, he was just wanting to stretch his legs. They were still nowhere near the pressure height of the ship, the point where maximum strain would be on those gas bags, but even at this altitude, there would be a good chance that a seam or patch might give. The bags bore the scars of old wounds, and ten minutes earlier, the number nine port gas bag, aft near the engine gondolas, had sprung a leak.

Engineers were on the scene at once, masked warriors breathing oxygen to keep them level headed and clear minded. The effects of Hypoxia would begin to set in even at much lower altitudes, and the men were all tramping about in the cold, with crew members huddling at their posts, and sharing an oxygen flask. It was soon determined that a patched over hole from a 20mm round was the culprit. They could reinforce the exterior patch, but it was inboard, very near the starboard gas bag on the other side of the ship. The access there was very limited, and so they were going to need a Squealer to go in from above, a very unenviable job in this kind of cold.

That random event, a small and seemingly inconsequential thing, was going to become very important. It was a perfect example of a Push Point, as defined by the American Physics Professor Paul Dorland. There it was, a little tear in the fabric of that gas bag, but it would lead to a tear in time itself, and in a most unexpected way.

Karpov had been walking on the central grating as they approached the Stony Tunguska, far below. The engines were now at half throttle, and Bogrov had the ship preparing for descent, as they would need to get down to about 1000 meters, the elevation Fedorov recalled from his time on the Irkutsk.
 But before they would initiate ballonet inflation, which would put even more strain on the gas bags, the Air Commandant wanted that number nine bag fit and well patched. The news he got from the Engineers five minutes later was not good. It was so bad in fact, that he left the bridge, and was tramping down the central corridor, just as Karpov came along.

“Ah, Admiral sir, I was just making for your stateroom.” Bogrov pushed his oxygen mask aside so he could be heard. “We’ve got a problem.”

“Oh? What is it, another leak somewhere?”

“No sir, the leak in port side nine is under control, but the Squealer we put in found something. It looks like some kind of explosive charge, right there in that gas bag sir.”

“A bomb?” Karpov’s eyes narrowed. He had expected something like this. “Can it be removed?”

“A bit chancy, sir. It was taped up on the interior side of the bag, and the Squealer says there’s some kind of pressure gauge attached. I’ve seen these before, sir. That gauge can activate the detonator to the ready state once the pressure reaches a certain level, and if it deviates from that by a given amount…. Well, the damn thing goes off. We aren’t sure what that ready pressure or deviation might be, so I’m holding altitude steady until we can get an engineer in there to look at the situation.”

“I’ll want a full report as soon as you know more,” said Karpov. “I’ll be in my stateroom. Send me two Engineers.”

“Aye sir, right away.”

The floor of the stateroom had a trap door beneath the carpet that would open to a ladderway down to the escape pod. It was the same sort that had once been used by Ivan Volkov when he locked horns with Tunguska
 in an airship duel above Ilanskiy. Big Red
 had been in that action, and paid a terrible price, but Karpov had dealt a fatal blow to the enemy flagship, the Orenburg
 . Unfortunately, Volkov escaped in his pod, drifting down by parachute to reach his ground troops in that battle, whereupon he was able to reach another airship and escape west to friendly turf. Karpov wanted the engineers to prepare the pod for use, check all the equipment, and inspect the safety chutes. This bomb was obviously the work of Tyrenkov, and the escape pod could have been tampered with.

“Trouble, Fedorov,” said Karpov when he reached the stateroom again. “There’s a bomb on board—inside the number nine gas bag on the port side.”

“Tyrenkov,” said Fedorov. “I was afraid he would do something like this. Is it serious?”

“The Engineers are looking at it now, but any interior explosion at this altitude is extremely dangerous. It would rupture most of the aft gas bags and our tail would drop immediately. We’d lose control, and if we had a fire, it would be damn near catastrophic. That’s back near all the engine fuel, and we may have to jettison reserves as a safety measure if we can’t get the damn thing disarmed quickly. Hell, I’ve got magazines and bomb racks back there as well.”

“Why don’t we descend? It’s freezing up here, even here in this heated room.”

“That’s the problem. The detonator is rigged to activate on an altitude change. This could get very bad, so I’m having men get the escape pods ready. We have three, and you’ll get one if necessary. Grilikov here takes the last.”

That buoyed Grilikov’s sense of his own importance. He would be given an escape pod, while the Air Commandant, Chief of the entire fleet, would be left to his own devices.

“What about the crew? What will they do if that thing goes off?”

“To be brutally honest, most will die.”

“But Troyak and the Marines are still here.”

“They’ll have to parachute.”

“From 5,000 meters? That’s over 15,000 feet!”

“It’s the only way anyone gets off this ship in an emergency. I’ll give the order for Emergency condition one soon. That will see every crewman issued a parachute, and a small oxygen flask. I’ve had that equipment laid in for just this sort of emergency.”

“Karpov… Could there be a saboteur aboard?”

“That’s a real possibility.”

“Who could get that bomb into a gas bag?”

“Any of the Squealers, or the Engineers. I doubt any other crewmen would have the balls to try and get in and out of a gas bag while we were underway, even at low altitude.”

“Then the very same men we’re relying on to fix this could be part of the problem.”

“Gorshov is Chief Engineer now, and he’s reliable. But your point is well taken.”

“Is the bomb on a timer?”

“We don’t know. At the moment, Bogrov thinks it is set to detonate on an altitude deviation, but we’re in the dark about that too.”

Karpov was pacing, and now he went to the red phone and rang up the bridge. “The ship will come to condition one alert. Inspection teams to all magazines and munitions racks. I want a full report of any irregularities in ten minutes.” He looked at Fedorov. “I think you should go fetch Troyak and the Marines, and bring them here.”

“Aye,” said Fedorov, up and into his heavy overcoat.

“Don’t forget your oxygen. Even at 10,000 feet, your brain gets only a bare minimum supply. We’re up over 16,000 feet now. Without oxygen, you’ll feel like you had half a bottle of vodka in just a few minutes up here. We need to keep our heads clear.”

Fedorov would go aft, finding Troyak and the other Marines, and when they learned what was happening, the Sergeant had good news.

“Sir, Gamelin is a demolitions engineer. He’s got a weapons disposal bag in his haversack.”

That was a special bag for disposal of live ordnance, made of graphene, and other composite materials, tougher than Kevlar. One layer was filled with heat quenching chemicals and it had special vent ducts to release explosive gasses, while containing shrapnel and virtually eliminating the development of any fireball. Private Gamelin was himself rigged out with a defensive vest, helmet, gloves and other equipment, but he was going to have to learn the art of the Squealer.

Gamelin was a young Marine, twenty years of age, and he ascended the ladder tube just aft of the two number nine gas bags, right between the port and starboard side cells. Thirty feet up, he came to the landing that would give him Squealer access, a kind of airlock setup where he could open a heavy Vulcan sealed flap to get into a small crawl space, close that, and then open the back wall of that space via another flap. The interior of the gas bag had canvas loops at intervals, along every seam. All he had to do was lower himself down to the level of the device, then swing over and use a silver grappling hook, specially designed with rounded edges so it would not damage the bag linings. Get hold of one of those loops, and you could then do patch work at virtually any spot on the interior of the bag.

Inside that domain, you were in nearly 100% helium atmosphere, and had to breathe with an oxygen mask or you would asphyxiate in a matter of minutes, so it was very dangerous work. Any man dubbed a Squealer was one who had taken a full breath of that helium while inside the bag, and then squealed out in a high voice as he worked. Gamelin had no desire to join their ranks. He had a bomb in front of him, with a simple pressure gauge detonation trigger, and he needed to get it unsecured from the bag lining and bagged as soon as possible.

It would become 21st century bomb disposal engineering against early 20th century TNT. The special bag was rated to contain up to 1000 grams, about 2.2 pounds of TNT, and when Gamelin was finally harnessed and lowered down into the gas bag, he turned and gave a thumbs up. Pinching off his collar microphone, he indicated there was no more than two pounds of TNT attached to the device. The saboteur knew that it would not take a large explosion to do severe damage to an airship. That detonation could completely collapse that airbag, and the adjacent starboard bag as well.

Twenty minutes after he went in, Private Gamelin had the device sealed in his disposal bag. Now the plan was to get to a sub-cloud car, where he could then remove the bomb at a safe distance from the ship and either defuse it, or simply let it fall. The latter option would see it detonate if the altitude trigger was lower than their current elevation, which was likely the case, and Karpov ordered the Marine to take option two, and throw the device away. There might have been some forensic benefit in defusing it to look for fingerprints, but the risk to Gamelin seemed too high. The Private dropped his catch and watched it fall. A minute later, they heard the explosion.

Karpov looked at Fedorov in his stateroom. “That was obviously set to detonate on our descent. We’ll need to do a complete search of the entire ship now—every gas bag, every cell, all the gun platforms, magazines, storage areas, engines. This could be the tip of the iceberg, and it’s going to delay us for some time until we can certify this airship is clean. I’ll have Bogrov hold this elevation and circle until we finish.”

“That had to be placed by a man skilled enough to work inside that gas bag,” said Fedorov.

“Yes, so we’ll be interviewing all the Squealers, and Bag Men. I’ve told Gorshov to deliver a list of any man who had anything to do with the gas bags for the last three months. Who knows how long that device has been there, though I’m inclined to believe it was planted sometime after we arrived at Ilanskiy. After All, Tyrenkov was with us here before that. The saboteur could have come aboard when we moored at the tower. He might still be aboard.”

“Tyrenkov has men on the ship?”

“That’s just the thing, the entire security contingent was under his command. We were traveling light for this mission, only a twenty-man team, but that’s a lot to deal with, even if we do have Troyak and his squad here. I’ve given orders that all weapons are to be stowed, except for Troyak’s men, and those orders were followed, but any man of that security platoon could be under Tyrenkov’s thumb. We could interview them all until we were blue in the face, and what would we learn?”

“Good point,” said Fedorov. “Are they still at large on the ship?”

“I gave orders for Sergeant Krylov to take them aft, into the tail section. There’s a parachute door there. We use it for airborne deployment. With the platoon herded in there, and the hatch locked, we prevent any immediate trouble.”

“They went willingly?”

“I just gave the order to prepare for deployment. That was the crucial moment. If Krylov, or any of those men, were still working for Tyrenkov, that was when they should have made their move. That didn’t happen, which means that they are either loyal to me, or that they simply had no orders to try and take the ship.”

“Perhaps Tyrenkov was counting on that bomb.”

“Perhaps, but we need to be careful now… very careful. Those men will soon realize something is amiss. If they are to deploy, where are their weapons? These are the sort of things bubbling up in their heads, and any bad apples among them will realize we’re onto something. If Tyrenkov does have agents among them, it will put them on guard now that they know we’ve found and eliminated that bomb, and they’ll soon realize we’re searching the ship, compartment by compartment, and that their segregation aft was for a very dangerous reason. If Tyrenkov had a backup plan, look for it now.”

“What if one of the searchers is working for Tyrenkov?”

“I considered that. Gorshov is building teams of four men each. There will always be two men certifying any area of the ship that has been searched. No one man will ever clear a compartment, gas bag cell, or any other structure. My Chief Engineer can be very methodical.”

“You are certain he’s clean?”

“Gorshov? I selected him myself. Tyrenkov never had anything to do with the airship crews. He just ran security and intelligence.”

Fedorov nodded. “It’s a bit humbling, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Here you are, head of the entire Free Siberian State, and your power comes down to the loyalty of the men on this ship. You know you have my support, Grilikov, probably Bogrov, Troyak, and all his men, but our Marines don’t know the ship well. There could be a thousand places where a skilled saboteur could hide a bomb. Our survival now depends on the loyalty and skill of Gorshov and his search teams.”

“Yes,” said Karpov. “Now that you put it that way, it is a bit humbling. I counted heavily on Tyrenkov. I took the man into my confidence, promised him big things, and gave him power and privilege that come to few men in this world. Look at how he repays me—cold hearted treachery.”

“It was always that way,” said Fedorov, “even aboard Kirov
 . The power you thought you had as Captain of that ship wasn’t given to you by Volsky, or the Russian Navy. It was given to you by the loyal men beneath you, who were willing to pledge their lives, salute, and say Aye to your leadership. That’s the real lesson, Mister General Secretary. That scar on your chin should always remind you of it.”

Karpov gave him a narrow eyed look, but said nothing.
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Point of No Return




 


“
 
There is a point at which everything becomes simple and there is no longer any question of choice, because all you have staked will be lost if you look back. Life's point of no return.
 ”


 


―
 Dag Hammarskjold







 

 


Chapter 28


 



Kronprinz Wilhelm

 once had guided chambers, opulent dining halls, exclusive parlors, drawing rooms, and a full theater, her decks covered with luxurious carpets. She held the coveted Blue Riband award for the fastest trans-Atlantic crossing between 1904 and 1907, even with a dodgy propeller that caused the ship to vibrate at times, and frightened her passengers. The rich travelled first class, the poor wallowed in third class steerage, but they would both share the same thrill of that ocean voyage on this magnificent liner, until the war began. Now her halls and passageways were walked by a crew of 420 men, and all her passengers would come from captured prize vessels.

She had been armed with a pair of 88mm guns at first, but later captured two larger 127mm guns from the British merchant ship La Correntina
 . Her only other weapon was a .30 caliber Colt Lewis machinegun. Yet with only those two guns, and her imposing size, to intimidate her quarry, the Kronprinz
 had just completed the capture and sinking of her 8th and 9th ships, the Royal Mail Line ship SS Potaro
 and the SS Highland Brae
 . Kapitan Paul Thierfelder put prize crews aboard those vessels, giving orders that the mail ship would be rigged out as a scout ship while he completed the looting of theHighland Brae.


It often took many days to trans-ship cargo and other items of interest from one ship to another, and by now, after nine kills, the hull of the Kronprinz
 bore many dents in her plating from the ships she had taken alongside during her raids. On the 12th of February, 1915, the friendly tender Holger
 had just come alongside in rough seas to take on the captured crews of those ships, bumping heavily against the hull as she did so. In another ten days, the Kronprinz
 was destined to find the SS Chasehill
 , a 4,500 ton steamer carrying coal to La Plata. That was the prize she really needed, for coal was always in short supply.

As he completed the looting of the Potaro
 , Kapitan Thierfelder, received a coded message indicating he should expect a German warship to join him with provisions, ammunition and additional guns, which was very heartening. But Kaiser Wilhelm
 , now going by the name Siegfried
 , was already heading south. Fishermen had a good deal to do with the presence of Jung and his ship in the waters of that era, and now it would be a Norwegian fishing trawler that would spot the massive warship cruising northeast of Torshaven in the Faeroes.

Kapitan Jung could have blasted the little boat to pieces, but decided not to waste any ammunition, as the trawler would probably not have a wireless set that could get a signal off and give their position away. So he let it go, and a day later, the trawler would encounter a British cruiser and flag it down with the news that something very large and dangerous looking was on the prowl.

The Royal Navy would have over 200 airships one day, but at this time, the only one operating was Willows No. 4,
 a small two-man scout ship purchased by the navy in 1912. So the only way to conduct an effective search at sea was to send out warships. After the incident at Dogger Bank, Beatty had been very much on edge concerning the sudden appearance of that enemy ship. Now he feared the worst, a large and powerful raider lurking in the waters around the British Isles, where shipping was thick on the seas, and easy pickings.

To make matters worse, the Germans had just declared unrestricted submarine warfare against enemy shipping would begin. Up until that time, only 12 British and Allied ships had been sunk by German U-Boats, while 75 had fallen victim to mines at sea. Some of those mines had been laid by submarines, but for the most part, the U-Boat had not been that much of a threat.

The Admiralty immediately made preparations to sortie for the Faeroes with two battlecruisers and a squadron of fast cruisers, but the Germans aboard Kaiser Wilhelm
 , now nominally commanded by Admiral Scheer, had other orders. There would be plenty of time to prey upon those sea lanes, but now they were rushing south to the rescue of other German ships operating off the coast of Chile. Both Kronprinz Wilhelm
 , and the German cruiser Dresden
 , were in jeopardy, avidly being hunted by the British squadrons under Admiral Stoddart.

Unable to locate the enemy, the British had been pursuing a clever strategy of going after ships they suspected of being colliers and supply craft for the Germans. In this way, they had rounded up a number of ships, and were actively looking for two more, the Sierra Cordoba
 , and the Gotha
 . If they could get the colliers, they could choke off the fuel the German raiders needed to continue operations, and the cry for help had finally been heard in Wilhelmshaven.


Siegfried
 was on the way, running through the Faeroes-Iceland gap and heading south into the Atlantic unmolested, and well before the Admiralty could even get those ships to the Faeroes. It was just as Kapitan Dieter Jung had planned it, knowing that his speed was one of the best weapons he had. Now all he had to do was find his comrades in the south, and for good measure, he hoped to sweep away the ships of Admiral Stoddart’s squadron and make those waters secure for German operations.

Stoddart got the news that yet another German raider might be coming into his patrol zones, and he was none too happy. The largest ship he had, the pre-dreadnought battleship Canopus
 at nearly 16,000 tons, was already under orders to steam east to support the British action in the Dardanelles, along with the armored cruiser Cornwall
 . There went his only battleship, and most everything else he had was in the cruiser class. So he had no big guns here, but realized he would not need them to track down the last of the German raiders in these waters.

His squadron had the armored cruiser Carnarvon
 , where the Admiral set his flag, and the armored cruiser Kent
 was also at his disposal, with fourteen 6-inch guns and ten QF 12-pounders. Town
 Class light cruisers Glasgow
 and Bristol
 came next, each with a pair of 6-inch guns, and ten 4-inchers, yet they were fast at 25 knots. Vindictive
 was an obsolete cruiser dating to 1899, slow at 19 knots. The rest were merely armed merchant cruisers, so the Admiralty had ordered ships to reinforce the squadron from the East Indies, home waters, and the African coast.

All in all, his little fleet soon looked like this:

 

SOUTH-EAST COAST OF AMERICA SQUADRON

Rear-Admiral Archibald P Stoddart


Carnarvon
 (Flag) - Captain H L D'E Skipwith (Armored CA)


Kent
 - Captain J D Allen (Armored CA)


Bristol
 - Captain B H Fanshawe (Town Class LC)


Glasgow
 - Captain J Luce (Town Class LC)


Vindictive
 - Captain C R Payne

 

ARMED MERCHANT CRUISERS:


Celtic
 - Captain O M'D English


Macedonia
 - Captain B S Evans


Orama
 - Captain J R Segrave


Otranto
 - Captain H M Edwards

 

ARRIVING:


Melbourne
 – Captain M L'E Silver (Town Class LC)


Sydney
 – Captain J C T Glossop (Town Class LC)


Gloucester
 – Captain Howard Kelly (Town Class LC)


Liverpool
 – Captain Edward Reeves (Town Class LC)

 

DEPARTING:


Canopus
 – Pre-dreadnought Battleship


Cornwall
 - (Armored CA)

 

Those thirteen ships would have enough on their hands just trying to run down Kronprinz Wilhelm,
 cruiser Dresden
 , and their support ships. The coming of Siegfried
 would soon change that game entirely. It would compel the Admiralty to send stronger reinforcements to the waters off Chile and Brazil, and these would come as the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron, three ships:

 


Indomitable
 - Captain F W Kennedy


Inflexible
 - Captain R F Phillimore


Invincible
 (to be flagship) - Captain A L Cay

 

With a speed of 26 knots, these 20,000 ton warships carried four 12-inch guns, and sixteen 4-inch QF guns, with five 18-inch torpedoes. There was the firepower the Admiralty would use to settle the matter, but Admiral Beatty might have advised them otherwise. With a speed deficit of at least ten knots, they might never get close enough to the fast German raider to get in range.

Two of those ships, Inflexible
 and Invincible
 , had fought at the battle of the Falkland Islands the previous month, dealing a severe blow to the German raiding squadron when they sank Scharnhorst
 , Gneisenau
 , Nurnberg,
 and Leipzig
 . Only Dresden
 had escaped, and the British had been looking for it ever since. Now von Tirpitz wanted to rescue that ship as much as anything else when he and Admiral Pohl had decided to order this mission. Admiral Scheer, and Kapitan Jung were only too eager to comply.

“The south Atlantic is a very big place,” said Scheer. “Our raiders have used that to hide and evade the British for many months, while continuing to prey on shipping with good results. But this is a ship that does not have to hide. We can go where we please, for if ever we do feel ourselves to be overmatched, the speed of this vessel is a surefire means of escape.”

“Do not worry, Admiral,” said Jung. “My gunnery officer, Schirmer, will be our first line of defense. It will be the enemy that thinks to escape, not us.”

Jung had been thrilled to have Admiral Scheer aboard. It was not mere adulation with the man as a great historical figure, but also because he now seemed much more content to have the older, more seasoned officer there with him on the bridge. It reminded him of the days when Kapitan Heinrich was with him, his mentor and teacher, and a man he had looked up to almost as a father figure. Scheer would step right into Heinrich’s shoes. Beyond that, the Admiral was a link back to Germany, and to some authority that gave purpose and meaning to this adventure.

Everyone aboard had been terribly confused by what had happened to them, but the calm professionalism of the Admiral gave them heart. They were no longer lost at sea, impossibly marooned in another time with no way to ever return home. Instead, they came to feel they were
 home, and some even thought about the fact that their parents were out there somewhere, and order brothers and sisters were alive as small children now.

One enterprising midshipman finally realized that he, himself, would be born in another three years. “What will happen?” he asked 1st Officer Weiss one day. “Will I be able to go home and see myself playing in the cradle?”

“Don’t bother with such thoughts,” said Weiss, but he inwardly wondered the very same thing, and now the mysterious disappearance of Kapitan Heinrich, Chief Engineer Otto Kremel, and the other “old salts” that were on the ship, continued to gnaw at him inwardly. What would happen, he wondered? They would all just have to wait and see. In the meantime, they had an exciting mission before them, which would present its own more immediate dangers.

Admiral Scheer revealed the situation as he knew it from the latest signals received by the 
Admiralstab
 High Command. Dresden
 sent a coded message indicating she was going to attempt to enter the Pacific through the Straits of Magellan.



“Those are dangerous waters in their own right, and more so now that the British are in pursuit. They are searching all the inlets and channels, but thus far, Dresden
 has managed to stay hidden. If discovered, her Kapitan Ludecke will have to run for the open sea, and that is a very big ocean. The ship could not last long out there, and the British know that. He is already very low on coal.”



“That brings up an uncomfortable question,” said Jung. “Fuel… As I have explained, this ship runs on oil, not coal, and I do not think we have any support vessels here. We were able to obtain suitable fuel in Germany, but by the time we get to the area of operations, we will have come 8,500 nautical miles from Germany. That will be beyond the point of no return. Our endurance is about 14,000 nautical miles, so if we go there, we will not get back to Germany unless we locate fuel oil, and I do not think there are any German tankers at sea to help us.”



“Admiral Tirpitz considered that problem. Actually, we do have a tanker operational, SMS-A
 , otherwise code-named Wotan
 . It was in the West Indies picking up fuel oil for transport to Kiel, and we will meet up with that ship off Flores Island to refuel. As you know, our U-Boats cannot run on coal, and Germany does not produce much oil, so the Kaiser has been interested in foreign sources for some time. Von Tirpitz has also made arrangements for one of our steamers to secure oil in Argentina—Buenos Ares to be precise. It can meet us at sea and transfer more fuel when we get into those waters.”


“Very well. That is good news. If we can get enough from those two ships, we should be able to operate for some time.”

Navigator Olmen would later work out the details. Wotan
 could transfer about 2000 tons, replenishing most everything the ship would burn to reach Flores Island. After that, it would be another 5000 nautical miles to a planned rendezvous point east of Buenos Ares, but the German steamer could only replace about 1000 tons of that, and all in barrels, as it was not rigged out with hoses for at-sea replenishment. That would be cumbersome, but it could still help, leaving Kaiser Wilhelm
 with about 10,000 nautical miles endurance at that point. After meeting the Kronprinz
 and delivering supplies and ammunition, from there it would be another 1,500 nautical miles to reach the German cruiser hiding near the Straits of Magellan.

 “Where is Dresden
 now?” asked Jung, looking over charts of that area.

“Here, in this small channel called Wakefield Pass, and as you can see, that is on the Pacific side of the straits. The British ships apparently went right past his position, to the north through the main Magellan Channel, and to the south, with ships they moved around Cape Horn. They are now busy searching all these inlets and channels along the coast of Chile, south of Coronel.”

“We should not attempt to navigate the Magellan Strait,” said Jung. “It would negate our speed advantage. Our guns would still prevail, but the enemy could lay mines and choke off those channels too easily. I suggest we go around Cape Horn.”

“Agreed,” said Scheer. “Now, let me brief you on what we can expect in the way of opposition.”

“Opposition?” said Jung with a smile. “You mean to give me a list of the ships I should worry about? Admiral, once we arrive on the scene, everything changes. We will not be hiding from the British as we attempt to rescue Dresden
 . No, the hunters will soon become the hunted. I plan to sink any enemy ship I find there, and that will change everything—for Dresden
 , and for the Kronprinz
 Wilhelm
 as well.”

“I admire your confidence, Kapitan,” said the Admiral, returning Jung’s smile. But war was war, he thought. Things happen that few can ever foresee, and chief among them now is my very presence here on this ship!






 


Chapter 29



 



“How
 much longer can we linger here?” Fregatten Leutnant Hubert Aust, had been an adjutant to the former Kapitan of the Dresden
 , Erich Kholer, a man he had served very well, and one not long for this world. Kholer had moved to the light cruiser Karlsruhe
 , which was destined to explode on the 26th of March, that very year, and he would go down with his new command, but Aust had been spared that fate by remaining with Dresden
 .

“Do not worry, Aust,” said the Kapitan. “Help is on the way. A new warship is coming.”


Fregattenkapitan
 Fritz Ludecke had taken over Dresden
 , and had been playing a tense cat and mouse game with the Royal Navy ever since. The British had searched for him in the Falklands, but he had already slipped through the Strait of Magellan, then diverted off the main channel to hide among the small islets on the Pacific side. Armored cruiser Carnavon
 , with light cruisers Bristol
 and Glasgow
 were on his heels, searching both channels, but failing to go far enough once they reached the Pacific side, where Dresden
 had herself tucked away in the Wakefield Passage by the 4th of February. She had orders to remain there, if she could, but her plans to attempt a move into the Pacific had been cancelled. Instead she would now be ordered to plan a return to the Atlantic, and meet up with Siegfried
 .

It was a war of nerves as much as anything else, but Kapitan Ludecke was just the sort of man for that. At age 41, he was a quiet Prussian, with a calm disposition that seldom ever saw his feathers ruffled. Aust admired his cool-headed reserve, and the gentlemanly manner he always presented. Yet he inwardly thought the Kapitan did not have enough fire in his belly. In their first engagement, they had to run from a superior British squadron off the Falklands, though that had saved the ship and crew, while so many other German ships were sunk that day.

“A new warship,” Aust said, somewhat dismissively. “We had four others with us at the Falklands, and look where that got us.”

He had bitter memories of that last battle. The British Sea Lord Jackie Fisher had instead referred to it as an annihilation, for the outcome had been so lopsided in favor of the British. “What is this ship?” he asked, still dubious that it could be of any real help.

“We are only given the code name—Siegfried
 .”

“Siegfried?
 Wasn’t that the lead ship in the coastal defense class? My God, it’s an old relic. That ship can’t be out here.”

“Of course not,” said Ludecke. “It has no endurance for the open sea. This is apparently a new ship.”

“I see… Well let’s hope it’s a fast battlecruiser or battleship.”

“We will know in good time. I am told that we should prepare to return to the Falklands, and meet this ship there.”

“Well sir, we have only 160 tons of coal left. That’s enough to get us there, as it’s only 600 nautical miles from here, but we’ll be down to about 70 tons when we get there, and I don’t think Port Stanley will be very accommodating.”

“The orders state that we will be provisioned by this ship, or another steamer that will be operating with it.”

“Assuming the British don’t find both these ships before we get there,” said Aust. “At least a good number of their ships are all over here on this side of the straits, and most have already gone north to Coronel from the latest reports. So yes, better for us in the Atlantic, if we can get some help—and coal.”

Those orders to Dresden
 had already changed things. The steady approach of Kaiser Wilhelm
 in her guise as Siegfried
 was already exerting a new gravity on the history of these events. Dresden
 had actually moved north, into the Pacific, until she was spotted by the British armored cruiser Kent
 on a foggy night west of Coronel. The German cruiser would flee to the island of Mas a Tierra, seeking interment with the Kaiser’s permission, and eventually be scuttled under pressure from the British, who had every intention of engaging the ship, in spite of Chile’s neutrality.

None of that would happen now. Instead, the only threat that Dresden
 would now have to worry about was the British battlecruiser Inflexible
 . That ship had gone around Cape Horn joining the British cruisers in the hunt, but she was ordered back to the Falklands. There she would provision before being ordered to the Dardanelles.

“Signal update,” came a voice. It was Oberleutnant
 Canaris, and not knowing it then, he was perhaps the most important man on the ship, even though he was but a junior officer. His keen intellect would one day see him rise to a very important post in the Germany Adolf Hitler would build, Chief of the Abwehr Intelligence service of the Reich. Knowing Spanish, he had been instrumental in negotiating with the local authorities, bargaining for extensions beyond the 24-hour limit imposed on visits to neutral ports. “We are to move to the Falkland rendezvous point as soon as possible,” he said.

“Very well,” said Ludecke. “Navigator, plot our course, but south of Cape Horn this time. We cannot risk going back through the straits.”


Dresden
 was a simple ship. With three stacks amidships, a small conning tower, and two masts, one forward, just behind the conning tower where two searchlights were mounted, and a second aft with two more searchlights. She had a pair of 4.1-inch guns fore and aft, and three more on each side, ten barrels in all. Two submerged torpedo tubes carried 17.7-inch fish, and there were eight smaller 5 pounders in the low superstructure that ran along the main deck. There wasn’t much for armor, 4-inches on the conning tower, 3-inch deck armor amidships thinning to less than an inch at the bow and stern. Her gun turrets were protected by two inches of armor, good for little more than stopping shell or shrapnel fragments, but ineffective against a direct hit by a 6-inch shell. The ship would strain to make 25 knots, but could run at 24 for a good while on favorable seas.

Her C-shaped bow did not help when it came to the open waters of the Atlantic or Pacific, and so her forward deck was often quite wet with sea spray. Ships had not yet adopted the new Atlantic clipper bows like Kaiser Wilhelm
 at this time. Being a light cruiser, she also had short legs, a range of about 3,600 nautical miles when traveling at 14 knots.

So for Ludecke and the crew of Dresden
 , their game of hide and seek would continue. The ship weighed anchor and move southeast past Kempe island, dancing past the outlet of the Cockburn Channel, and heading for the large islands of Hoste and Navarin that were just north of Cape Horn. They would take the famous route once traveled by Sir Francis Drake. Yet it was Willem Schouten, a Dutch Navigator, who first rounded the cape in the year 1616, and he named it after the city of Hoorn in the Netherlands. That became ‘Cabo Hornos’ in Spanish, and ‘Cape Horn’ in English.

Farther south than the southern tip of New Zealand, Cape Horn had long been known for its stormy seas and treacherous winds, and notorious for sudden rogue waves that could approach 100 feet in height. That was enough to put a little fear into the heart of any sailor, and the explorer and naturalist Charles Darwin once wrote that: “One sight of such a coast is enough to make a landsman dream for a week about shipwrecks, peril and death.” To make that passage, a ship would have to sail almost 60 degrees south latitude, where the winds were often called the ‘screaming sixties.’

All the hatches were literally battened down, lose items secured or stowed, the muzzles of the guns capped to keep out unwanted seawater. The normal watch from the mainmast or weather deck on top of the conning tower was abandoned. Seas were moderate, but the winds were still up well over 40KPH, Gale force, and they were heartlessly cold. It would not be unusual to spot an iceberg in that area, even in February, the middle of Summer in the southern latitudes. So things could have been much worse, and the crew of Dresden
 were very relieved to make sight of the island of Cabo Hornos, and get east of that point. Soon the cruiser could move northeast towards the Falklands.

 

* * *

 

Admiral Archibald P Stoddart was an able and zealous man, if one was to put any faith in the things written about him by his superiors. He was deemed “painstaking and efficient” and “well suited for command,” so that was what he was about. Stoddart wanted to get things done, and was easily annoyed when anything slipped. So the presence of a German raider in waters under his watch was disturbing, and he was exerting himself to settle the matter. Yet he had been obsessed with finding and sinking Dresden
 , which had not harmed any commercial shipping since its escape at the Battle of the Falklands, while Kronprinz Wilhelm
 had already taken nine ships.

Aboard his flagship Carnavon
 , he had led the light cruisers Bristol
 and Glasgow
 through the Straits of Magellan to the Pacific in December, spending weeks in a vain search for Dresden
 . Now he was frustrated that his pursuit of the German cruiser had yielded nothing. On the 31st of January, he collected his cruisers in the strait and weighed anchor for the Falklands, arriving there two days later to meet up with the colliers Lancoe, Withernsea
 and Westborough
 . From there he planned to make his way to Puerto Deseado on Cape Tres Puntas, before heading north to Montevideo near Buenos Ares, arriving there on the 16th of February 1915.

Had he lingered in the Falklands, he would have had more than his fair share of German raiders, and the object of his pursuit finally there at close quarters. On that day, Kaiser Wilhelm
 finally arrived off Pebble Island, near the North Falkland Sound to the east, and the German collier Santa Maria
 was already waiting there off Cape Dolphin on the other side of the sound. That area was sparsely populated, but it was just their bad luck that another fisherman in a small boat, would be there to witness the largest warship he had ever seen looming off the long narrow cape. It would take him two days,  he eventually made it to Port Stanley early on the 18th to report the iron sea monster.

The Admiral had been warned about the new German raider entering the Atlantic, and promised additional ships to flesh out his squadron. He had those two light cruisers available on the Atlantic coast, but the armored cruiser Kent
 was still at the Chilean port of Coronel on the Pacific. Battlecruiser Inflexible had been ordered to the Falklands, and then went on to Gibraltar to join British naval forces bound for the Dardanelles, so she was long gone, and would commenced bombardment of outer Dardanelles Forts on the 19th of February. Stoddart was therefore glad to know that his squadron was soon to be reinforced.

HMS Bristol
 had reached Montevideo a few days earlier, provisioned, and was already headed back to the Falklands to meet collier Kirnwood
 and replenish before resuming her regular patrol of the Magellan Straits. Glasgow
 had already replenished and returned to Chilean waters to patrol the maze of inlets there in a fruitless search. Now Stoddart finally had wind of his quarry, and he immediately signaled all his cruisers, ordering them to the Falklands to join Bristol
 . To Captain Fanshaw on that ship, he sent a signal that he should investigate any reported sighting in those waters immediately, and report.

Fanshaw was eager to comply, for he believed his ship alone would be able to best the German cruiser if this report was accurate. He had ten 4-inch guns to match those on the Dresden
 , and another two 6-inchers to put him ahead when it came to firepower. His conning tower was better protected with 6 inches, and he had 2-inch deck armor, but none of that was going to bother the shells Siegfried
 could throw at him.

On that day, Fanshaw got his marching orders and worked up a good head of steam, leaving Port Stanley before dawn to go to a fate that had never been ordained for that ship. She had already escaped rudder damage that would have been sustained if she had returned to the inlets of Tierra Del Fuego for her patrols. She was supposed to survive the war, and have an appointment at the scrap yards on 9 May 1921, but first she would have to survive an encounter with Siegfried
 .

“A large warship,” said Matten, a Watch Officer on the bridge that day. “What do you make of that sir? Might it be Dresden?”


“I should hope so. Fishermen are inclined to see big fish everywhere, but if this report is true, it will certainly save us another month trolling about in those channels—not to mention another trip through the straits.”

“Aye sir, that it will.”

“Is the watch doubled?”

“Aye sir, and I’ve posted a man high on the mainmast.”

“Good…. It’s looking like rain again.”

“At least the men got through with a good night’s rest, sir.”

“That they did.”

Captain Fanshaw was one for small talk to ease the tension of a moment like this. He would discuss the weather, the state of the moon, cloud height, and all as if they were factors in his carefully laid plan of action. Even as he chatted away, Kaiser Wilhelm
 was arriving off Cape Dolphin, the northernmost point on the big East Falkland Island, and 15 miles to the west, Dresden
 was just meeting up with the collier to begin the lengthy replenishment of her near empty coal bins. That would normally be a 24-hour affair, with all hands pitching in, and getting themselves, and everything on the ship, covered with coal dust. During that interval, Siegfried
 would cover the operation.

Port Stanley was a favorite haunt for the British, and it was on the eastern reaches of that island, about 80 nautical miles off. So the position Kaiser Wilhelm
 had taken was a good one, as the British would likely come from the east, navigating along the north coast of the island. At 18 knots, it would take Bristol
 about 5 hours to reach the scene, and the Germans would see her coming first. The height of the watch on Kaiser Wilhelm
 was superior, and the Germans also had FuMO 26 radar effective 20 to 25 miles out. Dieter Jung had spent some time trying to explain the equipment to Admiral Scheer, telling him it was like bouncing a wireless signal off another ship, and catching the return signal in a net.


Kaiser Wilhelm
 had just passed the tip of Cape Penguin, and turned north, intending to eventually come around to the west again so as to also keep an eye on the long Falkland Sound that separated the two main islands. It was when she made this turn that Capitan Fanshaw decided to increase speed from 15 to 20 knots, but at just a few minutes before 13:00, the dark coal stain of her smoke was finally spotted. Siegfried
 had been heading west at the time, and Jung quickly gave orders to come about and increase speed.






 


Chapter 30



 



Captain
 Fanshaw got the word the hard way, just as Kaiser Wilhelm
 opened fire with her secondaries at about 18,000 yards. That was beyond the effective firing range of the British guns, and so he gave the order all ahead full, increasing to 24 knots. But it wasn’t long before the quick firing German guns began to find the range, and soon the ship was rocked by explosions. Bristol
 was a “protected” cruiser, but all that was on the conning tower and deck. Her sides had no belt armor beyond a little extra plating, and so the hull could be easily penetrated. But Jung wasn’t yet engaging with his big guns, content to let his 5.9-inch secondary batteries do the work.


Bristol
 was raked by fire, a round sweeping away the wireless aerial, another knocking out an exposed 47mm gun on her foredeck. Another penetrated the hull and did light damage to four of her boilers, and a fourth hit took out one of her 4-inch gun mounts. But this was just the overture. Admiral Scheer was watching the battle closely with his field glasses, seeing the water around the British cruiser awash with white foamy geysers, and then the bright yellow fire of explosions when the cruiser was hit.

If Admiral Fischer had been there, he would have been forced to say the same of this engagement—it was not a battle, but an annihilation. The gunners on Kaiser Wilhelm
 were deadly accurate, and they were literally pummeling the British cruiser to death. Ten minutes into the action, Schirmer decided to throw a few salvos from the 15-inch guns into the fray, and one round struck a fatal blow. Fanshaw was killed by that hit, his ship wallowing in its death throes, and some clear-headed officer had the good sense to hoist a white flag.

Admiral Scheer smiled. “Astounding,” he said. “Ten minutes in and they have struck their colors. They are surrendering.”

Kapitan Jung nodded. “Very well,” he said, and he gave the order for all guns to cease fire. Far to the north, Admiral Stoddart would not know what had happened for some time, as the wireless station had been hit and was burned black. Bristol’s
 hull was riddled with eleven hits, most penetrating, and she was shipping water fast. Scheer could see that men were already launching lifeboats and abandoning the ship.

“There we get our first prisoners,” he said. “We can put them aboard the collier when Dresden
 finishes, and she can take them to a neutral port.

“Well Admiral,” said Jung, “I do not think it wise for us to take them aboard this ship. There are things here they should not see.”

Scheer nodded. “I understand. At least they are not far from the shore here, and will likely pull for that coast. I suppose we could let them go, but it may be a good idea for us to destroy the radio station at Port Stanley. Eventually those men will make for there, and the news will get out, if they haven’t already signaled using their wireless set. Then every British ship in these waters will converge on this place.”

“Let them come,” said Jung. “You saw what this ship is capable of. The more they send, the more we can sink.”

 

* * *

 

Admiral Stoddart had receive one routine message from Bristol
 before she died, indicating that an enemy warship had been sighted and the cruiser was closing to investigate. No further signals were received, nor was there any response to messages requesting an update. But the wireless operators at Port Stanley received Stoddart’s call, and the British officer there was astute enough to answer it. Stoddart soon learned two things: that Bristol
 had gone silent, and that six hours later, a large warship had appeared off Port Stanley, and boats were putting men ashore. After that last message, no further communications were received from the distant British colony, claimed by England since the British Captain John MacBride had established a small port there, Port Egmont, in 1766. The Admiral immediately informed the Admiralty:

“BRISTOL engaged off Falkland Islands and presumed lost.”

The message he got back was clear enough. The Admiralty was not pleased, and wanted the matter settled. ‘Expect return of HMS Inflexible, and remainder of BCS-3. Orders are to form a combined squadron and engage any enemy warship at large within your patrol zone.’


That was clear enough, and it meant that Stoddart would now have to revise his orders to Kent
 and Glasgow
 . Both those ships had been in Chilean waters on the Pacific, with orders to go to the Falklands, but until he knew what he was dealing with, the Admiral wanted to get all his ducks in a line. So those ships were ordered to wait near Tierra Del Fuego, with Kent
 at the mouth of Magellan Strait, and Glasgow
 drawing the unenviable task of watching the Cape Horn area. There was always the possibility that the Germans might be trying to get into the Pacific to raise hell there, as Graf von Spee had done the previous year, before being ordered to try and reach Germany again.

The intrepid Admiral had fought two battles against the British as he tried to get home, achieving a stunning victory at Coronel before suffering a crushing defeat at the Battle of the Falklands, losing most of his squadron and going down with Scharnhorst
 . After Coronel, his plaintive remarks at the German Club in Valparaiso, Chile, were quite prophetic.


“You must not forget that I am quite homeless. I cannot reach Germany. We possess no other secure harbor. I must fight my way through the seas of the world doing as much mischief as I can, until my ammunition is exhausted, or a foe far superior in power succeeds in catching me. But it will cost the wretches dearly before they take me down.”



[7]







Both Inflexible
 and Invincible
 had fought von Spee at the Falklands, and now it seemed that their services were required yet again. Fast battlecruisers at 26 knots on a good day, they were ships in the same class, with four twin 12-inch gun turrets, and 16 single QF 4-inch guns. At 20,750 tons deep load, they were much more formidable than Bristol
 , and had good armor to go along with those guns, up to six inches at the belt, ten inches on the conning tower and seven inches on those big turrets. It would soon become a case of ‘pick on someone your own size,’ but in this instance, not even these proud ships could match Kaiser Wilhelm
 . The German raider was 300 feet longer, and outweighed the Invincible
 class by 15,000 tons.

At the battle of the Falklands, the British battlecruisers had proved their worth and reason for being—to run down smaller ships and destroy them. It was only when forced to face enemy battleships that their weakness was seen, for even that armor was not good enough to take much throw weight. Kaiser Wilhelm
 would be hitting much harder than any other German ship of the line.


Invincible
 had been at Gibraltar and was scheduled to return to Scapa Flow, but she was now ordered to wait there until her sister ship, Inflexible,
 returned from the Dardanelles. The third ship in the class, Indomitable
 , had already tangled with Kaiser Wilhelm
 at Dogger Bank. Her Captain Kennedy had seen the terrible fate of the New Zealand
 when an enemy shell penetrated her thin deck armor and ignited a magazine, revealing the true Achilles heel of Jackie Fisher’s creation—the battlecruisers had sacrificed armor for speed, and they were vulnerable to heavy plunging fire from large caliber guns.

Yet Captain Kennedy wanted back in the game when he heard the German raider had been spotted again. He went to the Admiralty and asked that his ship be allowed to go south as well. After all, he had orders to transfer to the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron, and only a small electrical fire had prevented him from doing so earlier. His request would be granted, and his ship would leave home waters on the 18th to begin the long journey to the South Atlantic.

It was going to take some time before Admiral Stoddart had these ships in hand. Inflexible
 would have to make a journey of 1800 nautical miles just to reach Gibraltar from the Dardanelles, and then another 5000 nautical miles to Buenos Ares. And it would take Indomitable
 two weeks to get down from Scappa Flow. In those two weeks, all Stoddart could do was pace and fret aboard his flagship Carnarvon
 . He had been advised by the Admiralty that he was not to engage unless he could do so in strength, so this was going to be a very difficult dance.

First he had to locate the German raider, which was not likely to stay in any one place for very long. His small squadron was already divided, and now he risked both Kent
 and Glasgow
 if he kept them where they were. So he decided to take his flagship south to join them, and then to use his armed merchant cruisers to picket the coast of Argentina between Buenos Ares and the cape. These were the Celtic
 , Macedonia
 , Orama
 , and Otranto
 , all lightly armed liners that had been pressed into service as auxiliary cruisers. They would not be expected to fight the Germans, but their eyes on the sea would be of great service. His problem was that they were also scattered about, and not available for immediate duty.

He quickly gave orders that they should return to Buenos Ares, some, like Otranto
 , and Macedonia
 having to come all the way from the Cape Verde Islands, and others like Orama
 all the way from Coronel on the Pacific. All colliers and merchant shipping were notified to be wary, and advised of the increased danger. Now it was not only the Kronprinz Wilhelm
 that they had to worry about, but also Dresden
 and this fearsome new raider that had already rattled the Royal Navy by surprising Beatty at Dogger Bank.

By the 20th of February, the radio station at Port Stanley had been occupied by the Germans, the equipment there destroyed, and the Falklands had gone silent. Stoddart had to consider where the enemy was likely to go next, and the one thing he knew was that they would soon need coal. He had no idea that his enemy was using oil, and only assumed it would need to be provisioned by colliers like Dresden
 . So he decided to resort to his old tactic of hunting down German colliers, thinking that would be the way to choke off the enemy’s ability to maneuver.

Half the time a raider spent at sea was taken up by this constant need to find coal. Every time a German collier came into a neutral port, spies and intelligence agents would log its position and report this to the Admiral’s staff. He could then attempt to find those ships at sea, or better yet, find the ships they were sailing to meet and replenish. Yet he was in a quandary now. With only three warships, and the need to cover both the Strait of Magellen and Cape Horn, Carnarvon
 was the only face card he had left in his hand. The dark Queen of Spades was out there somewhere in this risky game of Hearts, and yet, his own pride and sense of self-confidence compelled him to act. So he would make his rounds as he proceeded down the coast, stopping at Punta Delgada and Punta Deseado enroute to rendezvous with HMS Kent
 .

All the logbooks of these ships would now be re-written after that fateful encounter by Bristol
 on the 18th of February. Yet getting the German colliers would only solve half the problem. The raiders also had a good source of coal in the prize ships they encountered at sea. They could find other ships hauling coal, or simply pilfer the holds of any other merchant ship they could find—except for Kaiser Wilhelm
 , aka Siegfried
 , the raider that burned oil. In addition to the tremendous speed of that ship, she was also stealthy, as that oil did not leave the telltale black stain of coal on the horizon. In this game, the things Admiral Stoddart did not yet know about his adversary would be the things that could lead to his demise.

It would be four days before Carnarvon
 made that rendezvous with Kent
 at the eastern mouth of the Strait of Magellan, arriving there on the 22nd of February 1915. What was his quarry up to? And where was the other bird he had been hunting? Dresden
 had not been spotted for weeks, and he was unaware that it had already forsaken the Pacific and joined the new German raider in the Falklands.

As for Admiral Scheer and Siegfried
 , they were the masters of Port Stanley for the next few days after dispatching HMS Bristol
 . Dresden
 was able to fill her holds with coal they found there, and then the Germans put out to sea. A British collier arriving there a day later would then use its wireless to inform Admiral Stoddart of what had happened, confirming his worst suspicions. Bristol
 was gone, and the Germans had been at Port Stanley as late as the previous day. His little squadron was therefore in a good place to find them, for the enemy could be no more than a day’s sailing time to the east by now.

He gave orders that the watch was to be doubled on all ships. If the light cruiser Glasgow
 was to spot the enemy, they were to report immediately, but avoid engagement. That would mean the Germans were trying to move west around Cape Horn, and the Admiral had then resolved to take the Magellen Passage in that event, ordering Glasgow
 to evade and shadow the enemy, if possible, while he hastened west with his flotilla of two armored cruisers. If, however, the Germans tried to take that passage instead, he had resolved to fight, but only after first moving into the straits. The Admiral had learned that the enemy was very fast, and there he hoped he might neutralize that advantage, and be able to block the passage with his two cruisers. They might even be able to use their torpedoes, or so he reasoned.

Unfortunately, Admiral Scheer had no intention of trying to do what his adversary feared. The Germans were not thinking to get west into the Pacific, even though Admiral Stoddart had to guard against that possibility. Instead, they had planned to go to the wide Gulf of Saint George, or Golfo San Jorge off the Argentine port of Comodoro Rivadavia, there to meet up with another German collier, and then find the Kronprinz Wilhelm
 again to deliver that much needed fuel, with fresh water, fruit and other supplies. They would arrive there on the 23rd of February, and be spotted by a small merchant ship, which then rattled its wireless to give the German position away.

That was the news that Admiral Stoddart had been waiting for. His quarry had been found, and they were well north. Now he could safely order Glasgow
 to abandon her patrol at the cape and come north to join him, and then he could take all three warships north to challenge the foe. He had been told to only attack in strength, and would make the mistake of thinking his little cruiser squadron would be enough.

But he was very wrong.
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Darien




 


“
 Then felt I like some watcher of the skies

When a new planet swims into his ken;

Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes

He star'd at the Pacific — and all his men

Look'd at each other with a wild surmise —

Silent, upon a peak in Darien.”





―
 John Keats:
 On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer







 


Chapter 31


 


On
 the 22nd of February, Kaiser Wilhelm
 had increased speed to 22 knots and moved out in the van, slowly pulling away from Dresden
 , which was escorting the collier Santa Maria
 on the journey north. By dusk, the battlecruiser had come to a point about 90 miles east of Cabo Tres Puntas, which framed the southern end of the large C shaped Golfo de San Jorge.

“Ready for our next turn,” said Navigator Olmen, vindicated to find his almanacs were not lying to him, but still as perplexed as anyone else over the presence of the ship in this era. He found himself glancing at Admiral Scheer, as if trying to decide if this was, indeed, the man he had known of in the history, shaking his head inwardly at that prospect, and the impossibility of this entire situation. Yet there he was, living, breathing testimony to the fact that they were now cruising the waters of 1915—out of the frying pan of WWII in the Med, and into the fire of WWI in the South Atlantic.

“Very well,” said Jung, “Reduce to twenty knots and come to 305 degrees northwest.”

The helmsman answered smartly, pleasing Jung, who had adopted a very professional manner now in front of the Admiral, as if he was trying to impress the man. Scheer was already well enthralled by what he had seen, and thrilled with the speed and power of this ship, undoubtedly the fastest warship in the world, and with guns to rival any ship it encountered.

The darkness was gathering in around them as the time progressed. That course change would now point them at a spot about 30 nautical miles east of Comodoro Rivadavia, where they had planned to meet with the Kronprinz Wilhelm
 , but they were now well ahead of Dresden
 , which had fallen behind with the slower collier. Jung wanted to clear the way, and make certain there were no British warships about that might threaten any of the other ships.

“Now we make use of our radar,” Jung said to the Admiral. “Like a bat at night, we send out signals looking for other ships, and when we find them, they appear here, on this small screen.”

“Amazing,” said the Admiral. “We even have night eyes, and that makes us all the more formidable.”

They had already dined, discussing the mission over a nice roast, with good wine. It was then Jung’s custom to stand a bridge watch until midnight, before turning the ship over to a night Watch Officer. All was quiet, until a few minutes before 21:00, when the Radar station reported a contact at the extreme edge of their range circle. The FuMO 26 could reach out 25 miles under good conditions, and there was very little weather to bother it that night.

“Contact ahead, five degrees off the starboard bow, range 25 miles. It appears to be moving quite slow sir. I make it 12 knots.”

Scheer was greatly impressed. They could even know the range and speed of the enemy ship ahead, though the radar operator was applying a liberal dose of estimation to his report. They would soon determine that the contact was steaming almost due north, and would then cross their bow to the port side in a few minutes time.

“I don’t think we want them over there,” said Jung. “Kronprinz Wilhelm
 is approaching from the east, and that will put that ship between us. Let us head them off. Helm, come to 325 degrees and ahead full. Give me 30 knots. We need to get up there and see who is sniffing about. In a very few minutes we will have the range to use our main batteries, but I do not think we need to do so just yet. Let’s get closer.”

That course would keep the contact on the starboard side of the ship, allowing Kaiser Wilhelm
 to interpose herself as a screen for Kronprinz Wilhelm
 when it arrived. In about 45 minutes, they would close the range to 15 nautical miles, under 28,000 meters, but they would not have any optical sighting of the ship at that range, and in darkness. This presented a problem for Jung.

“Admiral, do you have intelligence on what we might be looking at here?”

“They threw battlecruisers and armored cruisers at von Spee at the Falklands, and that was a real disaster. The former will have 12-inch guns, the latter with four 7.5-inch mounts. It could be anything, even a merchantman.”

“Unfortunately, our radar cannot tell us that. We will just have to close and take a look, but that will forfeit the advantage we have with the superior range of our guns. We can fire by using our radar to judge the range, but not with as much accuracy. Is it worth the expenditure of ammunition, in your estimation?”

“If it is a merchantman, then we have nothing to fear. If a warship, then your guns will have to do the job as before. If you can fire by using that device, let me see it.” Scheer was transfixed, the thrill of the hunt on him, and eager to see what this new naval technology could do.

Moments later, at 22:15, the mainmast watch reported the outline of what appeared to be a cruiser, and they knew it was not Dresden
 . By this time, the speed of Kaiser Wilhelm
 had seen it overtake the ship, and pull ahead, though they were many miles to the southeast of the contact when the sighting was made.

“Oberleutnant Schirmer,” said Jung. “Give me eight rounds, all from the secondary batteries. I want to give them a nudge in the ribs.”

With the benefit of optical sighting, Schirmer was deadly accurate, even with his initial salvo, which would normally be used just to verify the estimated range. Of the 8 rounds he sent over, three were very close, and one scored a hit, impacting on the forward deck of the ship. The reaction was immediate. The unknown vessel quickly increased speed, turning sharply away to starboard, and then continuing around to head almost due south.

“Most likely another British light cruiser,” said Scheer, “and with orders to evade if they find anything interested in a fight.”

The Admiral was quite correct, for they had just found the light cruiser Glasgow
 .

 

* * *

 

Captain John Luce aboard Glasgow
 had been taken completely by surprise. It was a dark night, with a waxing gibbous moon, yet very low on the sea. It had only risen a few minutes after 15:00, but in these latitudes, so far south, the moon would not be up long before setting again, and tonight it would set at 23:08, in forty minutes. The seas were calm, with no wind to speak of, but he was fired on, and hit, before any of his watchmen even reported the contact.


Glasgow
 was well out in front of the two armored cruisers, scouting ahead, but had slowed to a sedate 12 knots when they heard that distant crack of naval guns. Then, looming in the darkness to the north, they could make out a great shadow, some prowling dark mass dimly lit by the light of its own guns firing. Luce was quick to react.

“Watchman! Damn your eyes, we’ve come up on a hostile ship. Helmsman, hard to starboard and all ahead full. Make your course 180. All hands to battle stations!”

The Captain had orders to avoid battle and report, which is exactly what he was going to do here. He gave further orders to the wireless station to notify Admiral Stoddart of the incident. Carnarvon
 and Kent
 had fallen well behind, nearly 40 miles, but when they received that signal, the Admiral rushed back to the bridge of his flagship, and ordered all ahead full. That lightning quick reflex by Captain Luce had soon opened the range to over 14,000 meters, and then the enemy ship threw something much bigger their way, the loud crack of the guns sounding deep and threatening.

“That’s a bloody battlecruiser,” said Luce. “Get that off to the Admiral. We’ve found our mystery raider.” The Captain knew full well what had happened to his sister ship, Bristol
 , and now he knew why. He could see the ocean erupt with tall splashes made by that heavy shell fall, and knew he was being targeted by large main guns. Then one round struck home with a thundering explosion astern, where it put heavy damage on the sole 6-inch deck gun there, putting it completely out of action. Casualty reports came flooding in, and he had a fire, making him curse his bad luck—hit twice in the dead of night, and by a ship he had not even seen coming.

The helm had responded smartly, and Glasgow
 had now come about, speeding away at 23 knots. Luce would never forget the sound of those guns, for in an odd way, they would ‘run in the family.’ He had been fated to serve the Royal Navy well, and see his son follow him into that service, where one day, the younger man would become the executive officer on another British cruiser, HMS Norfolk
 . His son would again hear those guns, for he was present aboard that ship in the history of the great chase aimed at finding and sinking the battleship Bismarck
 .

Captain Luce was already a veteran at sea, having fought at both Coronel, where his cruiser had managed to escape that defeat, and then at the Falklands, where he had run down the Leipzig
 and put that ship under. He was also the man that would finally get Dresden
 off the coast of Chile in the old history. At Coronel, he had realized the enemy had been using his gun flashes to sight and train their guns on him, so he had ceased fire to escape. Now he tried a similar trick, not firing back at the enemy, and simply running off into the black. After those ten rounds, and that hard blow astern, he thought he was slipping away.

The next ship he would encounter was Carnarvon
 , the lampsmen signaling furiously as he came up. He got back a reply to his liking—Take Position Astern.
 The armored cruiser was taking the van, and at 00:30, Admiral Stoddart was surprised when he heard the sound of big naval guns ahead, and the heavy whine of shellfall. The moon was down now, and he could dimly see the rise of large fountains of water off his port bow. How could the enemy see him in this murky darkness?

“Gunflash sir!” the watchmen yelled. “But it looks to be well to the north.”

“Captain? Are we running dark?”

“Yes sir, rigged for black, as we should be.”

“Then how is that rascal putting shells off my bow, and close enough to take a bath in the sea spray? Come left, ten degrees to Starboard.”

Seconds later they saw the inky horizon light up again and heard the roll of thunder. Heavy shells were inbound, and this time, Carnarvon
 was struck on her forward deck, which was easily penetrated. It was only luck that the hit had been in a void, striking the deck near the gunwale and blasting away a small segment of the upper hull there, but doing no other damage.

Now the Admiral had a real decision to make. He was under what he would consider to be very accurate and heavy gunfire from a ship he had now come to believe was a new German battlecruiser. That alone gave him pause, and he assumed he was receiving fire from 12-inch guns, which completely outclassed his own 7.5 inch guns. If he continued this approach, he might get one or two of his 7.5-inch guns into action, if he could get close enough to sight his enemy. Yet they might be crossing his T at this very moment, and capable of outgunning his entire squadron by bringing more guns to bear, and it was clear that they had spotted him.

He had already lost Bristol
 , and Glasgow
 was hit astern, losing a gun there. Now he had just been jabbed in the nose. He felt like a boxer in a darkened ring, hit but unable to see where his foe was moving. His orders had been to form his squadron and attack in strength, but this situation was not to his advantage. Yet when might he get another chance to engage? The Germans had been very elusive these last months, and it had been a relief to finally get a confirmed sighting like this.

“Has Kent
 closed up yet?”

“Aye sir, she looks to be about two miles astern, and Glasgow
 is taking position behind her as ordered.”

The enemy was there, he thought, right there. If he can see me, then if I just keep on, we’ll bloody well get a sighting in a few minutes.

“Helm, all ahead full. Look to your front, gentlemen, and all guns at the ready.”

 

* * *

 


Kaiser Wilhelm
 had fired 36 15-inch rounds to get the range and obtain those two hits, but in Admiral Scheer’s estimation, that was tremendous accuracy, especially given the darkness. At 40 minutes past midnight, Schirmer resumed his attack, and put one shell close enough to send sea spray up onto the conning tower of Carnarvon
 , a very near miss. Another shell fell about 150 feet off, and the sea all around the target was a forest of water spouts, but nothing else was close.

“What is the range?” asked Jung, just a little frustrated. They had expended 75 heavy rounds and scored only one hit.

“Sir, about 17,000 meters,” said Schirmer. “But it is pitch black out there. They haven’t returned fire and I can barely see them as things stand.”

“Helm, come to 235, I want to get the secondary batteries into action.”

That would do the trick, a rapid-fire barrage from those quick firing 5.9-inch guns began churning up the sea around the enemy ship. They saw bright flashes hitting the target and knew they were getting many hits. It was a rain of steel that Admiral Stoddart simply could not answer. His gunners finally had sight of the enemy ship, but now he had no choice but to break off and think this situation over. It was clear that he was badly outgunned.

“They are breaking off to the east,” said Weiss, who had rushed to the bridge when the action started. That was going to put them on a course that might endanger the Kronprinz Wilhelm
 , and so Kapitan Jung ordered a message sent to the liner, asking them to move north and then west, away from possible harm. He would then bring Kaiser Wilhelm
 around, swinging slightly north and then east to interpose his ship again and screen the commercial liner.

“Where is Dresden?”
 he asked.

“Sir, we believe they are still well to the southeast, but they may encounter the British if they hold their present course, which was last reported at 350 degrees.”

“Signal them to come to 285, northwest. That should keep the British out of their way. We will maneuver to the east and see if they still have any fight in them.”

“Watch says they can see fire on the horizon sir. I think we’ve hurt them.”

The watch was correct. Those 5.9-inchers had started a number of fires on Carnarvon
 , and they were spreading. The ship had fallen off to 14 knots and now the entire squadron was turning away to the southeast, wanting nothing more to do with this German raider. The Admiral’s ship had several damaged boilers, and he had lost three of his upper deck and main deck 6-inch casement guns. Casualties were significant, and it was clear to him that his ship had no business in this fight with a battlecruiser, and particularly when he could not even see his enemy clear enough to find the range. He resolved to notify the Admiralty that, given the present situation, and with two of his ships having suffered damage, he was disengaging and returning to the nearest friendly harbor.

It was the smartest decision he could have made, and it saved his life that night, if not his honor.






 


Chapter 32



 



The
 train ride east was long and uneventful. Even though they would pass through Irkutsk, the city where Sergei Kirov had fled to, Tyrenkov had no interest in trying to hunt the man down there. In his mind, he could find Kirov easily enough at a later time, after he emerged from the obscure anonymity most people live in, and became a prominent public figure. Instead, he had bigger fish to fry, most notably, one Valdimir Karpov.

Tyrenkov had thought long and hard about what he was now undertaking. He knew that the instant he resolved to take his own road in 1908, that Karpov and Fedorov would likely get wind of that in the future. So his first imperative was to prevent them from traveling to the past to do anything, and the burning of the railway inn at Ilanskiy was one surefire way to seal off that breach. But there was still the airship—Tunguska
 . In fact, any airship that navigated the region near that event could end up here, just as Fedorov had proved when he went renegade on his mission to kill Sergei Kirov.

That route back may not be reliable, he thought. While the stairway at Ilanskiy seemed tried and true, a kind of old faithful when it came to movement between the 1940’s and 1908, Fedorov might never be able to navigate his way here again by simply overflying the impact zone on the Stony Tunguska. But he will certainly try. So while they fiddle with that option, I have an opportunity that I should not miss—Karpov’s arrival here in 1908.

He told me the story several times, in the same half-boastful manner he always used, painting himself as some kind of great master manipulator of time and history. If nothing else, he taught me what I could be if I put my mind to it. So Vladivostok is our next appointment. Karpov appears here very soon, and as a result of actions he took in 1945 with those terrible atomic weapons. Yes, he appears ten days after the Tunguska Event, and once he realizes where he is, the little megalomaniac decides he’s going to settle affairs with the Japanese for what they did to Mother Russia in the Straits of Tushima.

Interesting…. If he prevailed, he would have re-written the entire history, right then and there. The Japanese would have never occupied Primorskiy Province, seizing Vladivostok, not to mention Port Arthur as well. The long standoff with the Japanese Empire in the Lake Baikal region would never happen, and here, now, I have a real opportunity to do something really significant.

First I must deal with Karpov. He told me he came ashore briefly at Vladivostok. He wanted to set up a little base of operations there before he sortied into the Sea of Japan. Then he was going to use that ship of his to destroy Admiral Togo’s fledgling Japanese Navy, and break their ability to project power into territories they occupied in Russia and China. That would have dramatic repercussions. If he had done that, then the Japanese Navy might not have become the dangerous force it was in my time. The entire history of WWII in Asia might be re-written.

Yet I must see this as my chance to deal with Karpov—assuming that bomb I had my men place on Tunguska
 hasn’t already done the job. Even if it did, killing Karpov in 1943, he would still be alive in the history before that time, and certainly a stone in my shoe. So here I have a chance to deal with him before any of that gets started.

Orlov seemed to be thinking this all over as well, and now he voiced his concerns about what they were planning. “Tyrenkov… When we get there, what is it you have planned?”

“Karpov,” Tyrenkov said quietly. “That’s what I have planned.”

“Well, what are you going to do?”

“He comes ashore at Vladivostok, and makes quite a little fanfare of things there, arranging a little show for the locals, and then boasting about what he plans to do to the Japanese. In that interval, we have real opportunity.”

“To do what? You want to try and get him there, kill him?”

“Possibly. That would certainly be one option.”

“You mean to try and ambush the man? Be careful, he’s a clever bastard, and he won’t come ashore without Marines.”

“Indeed,” said Tyrenkov, “but we have the advantage, Mister Orlov. For one thing, he won’t see us coming. It would probably never occur to him that every footfall he makes on this history creates a future with his footprints all over it, and one that I am fully aware of. Yes, it never occurred to him that he would create someone like me, someone capable of outwitting him at his own game. You see, in a few days, we can get to Karpov before he ever sets up his little Free Siberian State.”

“How did it happen?” asked Volkov, finally warming to the fact that he was in 1908, and with power he could never have dreamed of in his old life.

“I suppose it’s a stack of china that is very precarious,” said Tyrenkov. “Karpov runs his little show here, then puts out to sea to bother the Japanese. Yet your Mister Fedorov is quite resourceful. He learns Karpov is here, and all because of you, Chief. Yes, you jumped ship, and that set everything off. Fedorov comes after you, whispers in Sergei Kirov’s ear, and then he also ends up locating Karpov here.”

“By using the Anatoly Alexandrov
 ,” said Orlov. “Yes, I suppose I’ve had my muddy boots all over the carpet, haven’t I.”

“Very good, Chief. You’re getting poetic. Karpov told me that Fedorov then persuaded your Admiral Volsky to try and use another of your vessels to get back here and find Karpov—a submarine.”

“Kazan
 ,” said Orlov. “Yes, I was aboard.”

That got Tyrenkov’s attention. He raised an eyebrow, turning to regard the Chief, as if with a new appreciation of the man. “You were aboard? And you came here on that submarine?”

“Damn right,” said Orlov. “We put a stop to Karpov and his plans for a little empire here.”

“But it seems that his scheming continued… which is why we’re here. How very interesting, Chief. You once hinted that I might be on a short fuse here, given the fact that my birthdate looms ahead—correct?”

“It did cross my mind,” said Orlov. “Symenko and I talked about it. He was in the same situation, but I don’t suppose that matters now.”

“Yes, well, what about you? If what you say is true, you are fated to arrive here on Kazan
 , and very soon.”

“I was here even before that,” said Orlov. “I was on the Anatoly Alexandrov
 , with Fedorov. He nabbed me on the Caspian coast, but we fell backwards—slipped, and right into 1908. It was only a couple days, then we shifted home again. That’s when I wheedled my way back onto Kazan
 . So I do a lot of coming and going, and here I am again.”

“Amazing,” said Tyrenkov. “That is going to be quite a little problem for Mother Time, as you are already here. That incident on the stairway at Ilanskiy left you here before your other appearances—Most untidy. We’ve got ourselves a nice little paradox looming here.”

“Paradox…” Orlov seemed to spit the word out. “Fedorov was going on and on about that. Paradox. I got sick of listening to him spouting off about it.”

“Well, aren’t you afraid of what might happen to you?”

“Why should I be?”

“How can there be two of you here, Chief?”

“Who knows. All I know is that I bought a ticket to this show, and it’s my fat ass in the seat now. So the way I see things, that the other fellow has the problem—not me. He’ll be late.”

“An interesting way of looking at things,” said Tyrenkov. “Yet if you did come here on that submarine as you say, then a lot will change if Time is to prevent you from arriving here as you did on those other ships. How was it you found yourself on Kazan?”


“Simple enough,” said Orlov. “I wanted to go along on the mission, so I leaned on Fedorov to let me come. He went to the Admiral, and I got the go ahead.”

“So, if Time wants to avoid this Paradox, the Admiral has to change his mind about that, and leave you behind. I suppose that seems simple enough a thing to accomplish, assuming that is even possible. Much of this is speculation, but we’ll soon see what happens. Tomorrow we get to Vladivostok, and then I wonder what Karpov will think if he were to see you here?” He smiled.

Orlov laughed. “He’d shit his pants, ‘cause he thinks I’m off with Fedorov, which I was, of course.”

“A pity Fedorov won’t be with Karpov tomorrow, then we could kill two birds with one stone.”

“Then you mean to kill him—Karpov?”

“Well, he has to be dealt with,” said Tyrenkov. “He’ll be a major annoyance otherwise, scheming with Fedorov to find a way to stop us here. What happens to you in a few days will be one little show we’ll have to sit through, but tomorrow we get to decide what happens to Karpov. We’ll have to be clever. He told me he went ashore to meet with the Mayor of Vladivostok. He makes a little demonstration of his naval rocketry there—much like the man, always flaunting his authority. That would be a good place to find him, right as he comes ashore. Of course, I don’t think either you or Volkov can be involved in this. If he spotted either one of you, it would cause a good deal of trouble. But I’m a face he will not know, as he won’t meet up with me until the 1940s. So I think I’ll be there—right on that quay when his majesty comes ashore—the new Viceroy of the Far East, or so he told me he boasted.”

Tyrenkov had not known about Orlov’s exploits. Now, realizing that he had visited this time on two occasions, was quite revealing. I think his presence here predates the other two visits, because I got the story from Karpov concerning Fedorov’s appearance here on the Anatoly Alexandrov
 . That happens after Karpov leaves Vladivostok, so if Orlov was aboard Kazan
 when it returned to this era, then so was Fedorov.

The opportunities here are endless, but what can I accomplish? If I get to Karpov here, might I find a way onto that ship of his? It will be there tomorrow, anchored right out in the Golden Horn Bay off Vladivostok. My… wouldn’t that upset the applecart if I should get aboard. Yet I could not easily take that ship—not with a couple men. I’d be a stranger, and could never manage it alone.

“Mister Orlov,” he said. “did you ever get back to the ship—Kirov
 ?”

“After this business with Karpov was over, yes, I went aboard with Volsky and Fedorov. Gromyko tried to shift forward again, and the ship too, but they both ended up in different times.”

“But you stayed with Kirov?”


“Yes. I have no idea how it happened, but when we shifted, we ended up in the Atlantic again, all the way from the Pacific. Damn strange.”

“I see… And what else did you do, anything unusual?”

Orlov inclined his head, thinking. “Tried to take down that railway inn, just like you did,” he said. “I was on the mission with Fedorov and Troyak when they first tried to wreck that railway inn. We were the ones that blew that stairway to hell.”

“You were in Ilanskiy?”

“Not exactly. They left me on the airship, the Narva
 , but I was on that mission.”

“I see… Did anything else of note happen to you?” Tyrenkov wanted to see just what Orlov might have his hands on, and how much of the history he was responsible for with his meddling.

“Some weird shit happened on the way,” said Orlov. “We were off course, and they needed me to try and spot the river. So I went down in the sub-cloud car, and saw something. We went to ground to investigate.”

“What was it?”

“God only knows,” said Orlov. “We thought it might be a plane down or something, but it was strange—one of those cauldrons they tell about in Siberia, ‘cause we were way off course—up near Tunguska.”

“Cauldrons… Yes, I’ve heard those stories—half buried metal structures out in the tundra and taiga. Children’s tales.”

“Well, I saw one,” said Orlov. “Found something there too—just by chance. That clearing we were in was damn spooky. It scared the hell out of me, and when I was humping it back to the airship, I found something on the ground.”

“What was it?”

“Devil’s Teardrop. That’s what Fedorov called the damn thing. He told me he thought it caused a lot of trouble. There’s a lot you may not know, Tyrenkov. We were in the Med to help the British, and we went ashore there to look for a downed aircraft carrying one of their Generals. Well, some weird shit happened, and that thing I found on the tundra was the cause. That’s what Fedorov told me. He took the damn thing, and that’s the last I saw of it.”

“Interesting… You’ve done a good deal more than you realize, Chief. But I don’t suppose any of that matters now. Assuming your theory is correct, and you win the argument with Time over who gets the seat in the theater here, you can re-write that entire history. None of that will happen. I suppose we’ll know the outcome of that in a few days. Can you remember when you first appeared here on the Anatoly Alexandrov?
 ”

“Fedorov said it had to be after he first showed up here… Yes… I think it was later in July of this year—a couple weeks.”

“Tomorrow is the 13th, a lucky number for some, and an unlucky one for others. My, it’s going to be quite a scene there on the wharf and quay of the harbor. I’ wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Tyrenkov put his hand in his trench coat pocket, feeling the revolver he had there.

What might a bullet change tomorrow, he thought? One bullet to the head of Josef Stalin changed a very great deal. And tomorrow I’ll have the future head of the Free Siberian State right there, an arm’s reach away. Then Orlov looked at him, almost as if he knew what he was thinking.

“You can’t kill him,” said the Chief. “Kill Karpov tomorrow, and how do you explain your presence here? You’d be killing the man before he could ever put the things in your head that led you to come here.”

Orlov thought he had everything figured out.






 


Chapter 33



 



The
 little flotilla being shepherded byKaiser Wilhelm
 was not alone that day. It was being silently observed, but by a vessel that had begun its life in the shipyards of Germany. It was not another steamer or merchant ship, which would have been easily seen, but something most unusual, a stealthy diesel submarine in Gulfo San Jorge. It had been very near Kaiser Wilhelm
 , when the Germans gathered together to deliver additional supplies to Kronprinz Wilhelm
 , and that close proximity, at least in space, had everything to do with the dilemma now facing the Captain and crew of the sub.

For it was not where it belonged. On the 15th of November, in the year 2017, the Argentine submarine San Juan
 failed to make its scheduled communications check, nor would it make contact for another 24 hours.


[8]



 It had reported trouble with its batteries, a short circuit, and was ordered to divert to Rio del Plata as a precaution. The sub had been on patrol in the Tierra Del Fuego archipelago, far to the south, and was making the long 1800-mile journey north along the coast. Argentine destroyer Sarandi
 , and the corvettes Drummond
 and Rosales
 began a search, which was soon joined by the British ice patrol ship HMS Protector.


A pair of S-2E tracker aircraft patrolled overhead, with British planes in the Falklands soon joining in. The Americans would send a P8-A Poseidon maritime aircraft that had been on “counter-illicit trafficking patrol operations,” in the area, and a NASA P-3 Orion assigned to Operation Ice bridge to monitor the Antarctic ice shelf, and ships and planes from a dozen nations soon joined the search, but the sub had simply vanished—quite literally. There had been no sign of trauma on the sea, but nothing in the year 2017 was to blame, in spite of difficulty reported with the sub’s batteries and electrical systems. The dark magic of something in the quarters of Kapitan Heinrich on Kaiser Wilhelm
 was the culprit, strangely active again that day, and glowing softly in the storage box where it had been secreted away.

Admiral Scheer had been quartered there, sleeping quietly until he woke, very disoriented and ill at ease. He could sense something was wrong, and the feeling was so compelling that he got out of his warm bunk and dressed to go to the bridge. Long years at sea give such men a sixth sense, and he could feel that something was amiss. As he made his way to the bridge, he looked out at the cold night sky, and saw the shimmering dance of the Aurora Australis. The eerie milky-green glow seemed in concert with the strange object in his quarters, as if they spoke to one another, sharing the same astral energy in a chorus that had been spawned in the far off heavens above.

As for San Juan
 , it was never a good sign when a ship or submarine at sea went missing. If a sub had suffered communications problems, it would surely surface immediately, as it would under any other circumstances that threatened its undersea viability. Backup systems were available in the event their main comm-link was down, but nothing was heard. The fact that the San Juan
 remained submerged, either still underway, or fatally damaged, was a strong sign that something had gone terribly wrong.


San Juan
 was a German built TR-1700-class sub, launched in 1983 and commissioned into the Argentine Navy in 1985. It had gone through one major engineering upgrade to extend its life, though its black sail and hull bore the dimpled signs of many small collisions with sea ice in those frigid waters. At about 2300 tons, she was a small boat, only 65 meters long and with a crew of 44. The diesel electric sub had good endurance, some 12,000 nautical miles, and could run at 25 knots when submerged. It carried 22 torpedoes in her bow, but had never used them in anger.

The disappearance of the sub was a mystery, and even the Pope, a former Argentinian Cardinal, offered up his prayers for the crew. Seven signals reached a satellite, possibly attempts made by San Juan
 to communicate, but no contact was established, nor was any coherent message received. Then, on the 18th of November, The International Submarine Escape and Rescue Liaison Office (ISMERLO), claimed it detected ARA San Juan
 about 300 kilometers east of Puerto Madryn at some 70 meters depth, but that report was never confirmed, and a search of the location yielded nothing.

Authorities could only speculate, hoping those seven signals pinging the satellite were from San Juan, or perhaps from a signal buoy released by the sub. As emergency protocols would call for the sub to surface if in difficulty, hope darkened, and some came to believe San Juan
 may be on the bottom, assuming it could find and reach a safe resting place within its 980-foot depth rating. If she was lost at sea, Argentina would lose fully one third of its entire submarine force. Yet some said the raging storm overhead with winds at 70kph and ocean swells over 30 feet may have prevented the sub from surfacing in the rough seas.

A week into the little saga, the Argentine Navy said they had detected a “hydro-acoustic event,” which was later refined as “an anomalous, singular, short, violent and non-nuclear event, consistent with an explosion.” Could the boat have died in that event, or did they find some way of firing a torpedo in a desperate attempt to give the searching planes and ships a clue to their location. The Navy secretly believed that battery problem may have resulted in a loss of power, and that the boat then plummeted below its crush depth, but it said nothing of this.

It was all wrong.

There had been no accident aboard the sub, and the signals received by that satellite had not come from San Juan.
 The boat had tried to make contact, but strange interference with their electronics prevented them from getting through. No one would be listening on the channels they had used in any case, because they were simply not there. The signals were the last thing that reached back to the world San Juan
 had known, like a drowning man’s arm extending above the water before he sank into oblivion. But the vessel was not sinking. It was still in perfect working condition. It had simply moved to a place where no ship or plane in 2017 could ever find it, and now Captain Fernandez, a 20 year veteran Commander, was quite perplexed to be staring through his periscope at a large and dangerous looking warship that clearly did not belong to his own navy.

“Mister Bergallo,” he said to his XO. “Come have a look at this.”

“Aye Sir,” the XO leaned in to take a look, then glanced at the Captain, a curious expression on his face. “That’s not ours,” he said flatly. “Did you see those deck guns? The last ship we had that looked anything like that was the General Belgrano
 , and we both know what happened to it in the Malvinas. Could this be a British ship?”

“Magnify. Have a look at that naval ensign.”

The XO continued, making some adjustments to his viewing scope, then stared dumbly at the Captain. “A German ship? But sir, that ensign is all wrong. The current Deutsche Marine Flag is black, red, and gold. Three stripes with an eagle superimposed. That looks like an old flag from the Second World War.”

“That it does. What do you make of this?”

“Some kind of re-enactment?”

“Look up the list of current active ships in the German Navy. See if anything matches.”

“Aye sir.”

He would, of course, find nothing in the data that remotely matched the look of the ship. The largest warship in the German Navy of 2017 was the Baden-Wurttemberg
 , a 7200-ton frigate, and only 490 feet long. Kaiser Wilhelm
 was twice that length, and four times that displacement. The verdict was in very soon.

“Nothing, sir. At least no active ship matching that silhouette. Frankly, sir, the ship looks like something from the last war too. Those deck guns are massive. Nothing like that has been built for decades.”

“Well, did the Germans hold on to anything from that war? Could this be a museum ship out on some kind of event cruise?”

“We heard nothing about that from HQ.” The XO had a list of all expected traffic that he reviewed daily, and this was clearly not expected.

“Let’s run up the antenna, and contact that ship. That should clear things up.”

In spite of the Captain’s assertion, the mystery only deepened. They would use VHF DSC Channel 70, Frequency 2187.5kHz, with NAVTEX switched on, and speak in English, the international language of the sea, but no response was received. Their own equipment still seemed strangely clouded over with a rolling static, and now the Captain’s mood darkened considerably. There were only two possibilities. Either their communications equipment was fouled, or if the radio call was received, the other side was simply not answering. Both situations were cause for alarm.

 

* * *


 



Monday,
 July 13, 1908 seemed a normal day in all respects, but there were a few unusual events as well. The first bulletin of the Aerial Experiment Association was issued, featuring notes and contributions by a few notable men, like Alexander Graham Bell. Plans for improving motor flying machines were discussed, along with speculation about the effects of atmospheric pressure on such craft, and designs for lightweight engines that might be used to power them.

The St. Louis Browns swept a double header, beating the Washington Senators 3 to 2 and 4 to 2 in the nightcap. On that day, they sat atop the American League with a record of 46 wins against 31 losses, but their winning ways would soon evaporate, and they would finish the season with a dismal record of 57 wins and 96 losses, largely due to their lackluster offense.

In London, the Summer Olympic Games opened that day, with a special appearance by King Edward VII. The games, once scheduled to be held in Rome, had only been moved there because the Italians were still cleaning up after the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. The British would go on to lead the world with 146 medals, 56 of them gold.

The headlines in the local papers would talk about the bomb that went off the previous day on the steamship Amalthea
 . It had been planted by a socialist leaning construction worker, who would later go on to command elements of the Soviet Air Force in the Baltic region.

 A man named Winston Churchill gave several speeches that day before the House of Commons, though the weighty matters discussed were the rights of pleasure craft on the Thames, and the duty being charged by the French on the import of tin plates. What if the French choose to increase that tariff? To this question, Churchill would remark: “I see no reason to assume such a hypothetical position, but it will be sufficient to deal with the evil when it arises.” Later in life, he would get many more chances to deal with evil when it arose in Europe, and became the bastion that held the wall during England’s darkest hours.

And considering darkness, a penumbral lunar eclipse also occurred that day, seen over much of China, the Pacific islands and Australia. The skies would dim that hour as the earth’s shadow would only partially cover the northern hemisphere of the moon. As always, it seemed a dark omen.

There were thousands of other things that happened that day, and millions more that were never recorded. Most of all that ever did happen on a given day was completely unknown, only the barest bit ever recorded in any document or book that would survive into the future. The lion’s share of all these unrecorded events were simple, innocuous things, but one thing would matter that day to the world ahead, and it would take place at Vladivostok, the bustling frontier city on the edge of the sea. If Mother Time kept her promises, the largest warship on the earth was scheduled to loom in the misty waters of the Golden Horn Harbor, completely unexpected by all, except for one.

Tyrenkov would wait on the quay, watching stevedores loading some inconsequential steamer. It was a place he could never go to in his own time, for the port had long since been occupied by the Japanese Empire, and renamed Urashio, just as Sakhalin Island had been reflagged as Karafuto. But there were no Japanese there now. It was just the usual mix of vagrants, dock hands, fishermen, and salty old sea faring sorts. Yet the harbor was empty. Kirov
 had not yet arrived.

Interesting, he thought. I was fairly certain the ship arrived on this day, but the information could have been incorrect. I might be a day late, which would be very unfortunate. Then again, I could be a day early. Yet the longer he waited, a dark specter on the quay, his black trench coat soon drawing odd looks from the locals, the more he came to feel that something was wrong. There was no sign of the mayor and his party. If the ship was due in this day, surely Karpov would have signaled them to arrange his theatrics, but it is clear that this play has been cancelled.

Then the deeper implications of what he failed to see here struck him, and the realization was quite profound. For Kirov
 to make this appointment, all the dominoes had to fall exactly as they did in the original time line. The entire story line of the ship had to hold true—every event, every decision, the entire history to the last dotted “i” and crossed “t”.

Yes, he thought. Everything Karpov told me about the ship’s return to their old time would have to hold true. Volsky would have to send him out with the Red Banner Fleet, and he would have to encounter and do battle with the Americans. Then the eruption of the Demon Volcano would have to occur, right on schedule, and everything Karpov did in 1945 would have to be done again, exactly as it happened before, including his decision to use one of those special warheads in battle, the terrible weapons he spoke of on occasion. It all had to play out exactly as it did, but how could it? I am in 1908, and I have already introduced a very radical change by burning that railway inn at Ilanskiy.

That alone was quite a paradox. If my resolve holds, and that inn is never rebuilt, then how did any of us even get here? We all came from a future where that stairway exists. If that future still exists, then the ship should be here… Karpov should be here, but that clearly is not the case.

That could mean only one thing—the future was already fatally compromised, which made his entire team a complete aberration. They were here, but yet no future ever arose to make their presence here possible. It seemed a complete mystery, an insoluble paradox, but instead it was a great teacher for Tyrenkov. He smiled, his long deliberations now having the benefit of this concrete experiment, a field test for his thinking that confirmed the assumptions he had been making.

Yes, he had already changed things. Burning that railway inn had removed some great supporting beam in this entire edifice, and it had all come tumbling down. There was no longer a ship to arrive in the Golden Horn Bay. In fact, it might be that Kirov
 was never even built! This day, as he stood there on the quay, would not be the dramatic moment he had envisioned, when he stepped from the crowd, revolver in hand, and gunned down Karpov, a dark assassin striking a blow that would change all history from that time forward. He didn’t have to do any of that now, because it had already changed. There was no ship out there in the bay, because the long string of events that brought it here had never taken place.

Even if the ship was built, suffered its strange displacement in the Norwegian Sea, and appeared in 1941, any number of key levers on the history might have changed. Perhaps it was Mister Orlov. Perhaps he never jumped ship as he did, and so Fedorov never had any reason to go looking for him. Then again, if that all held true and happened as it did, Fedorov would not have found the railway inn at Ilanskiy. He would have gone right on through to stop at Kansk instead.

Am I correct? Was the burning of that railway inn a catastrophic change? If so, how could I be here now? How could Orlov and Volkov be here, just as the Chief nudged me earlier? How could I have come to lay all these plans, when the events that enabled them never took place?

He smiled.

The answer was so very simple, and now he knew exactly why there was no great warship out there in the bay, and why his fear of Karpov’s meddling was quite unfounded. They were going to change everything—write the entire book anew—but yet there they were, characters from the old story, alive, living and breathing in a completely new world. If Karpov had arrived here as before, then he would have to have come from world he made with his meddling. The fact that he missed this appointment meant that this time line was no longer connected to the world Karpov had built. It was all new.

Now he knew what the English poet had put into the mind of Cortez when he and his men first set their eyes on the Pacific Ocean… Yes, he gazed with wild surmise, as if he stood there with them, silent, upon a peak in Darien….
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“
 There are poisons that blind you, and poisons that open your eyes.”





―
 August Strindberg


 






 


Chapter 34



 



Yes
 , Orlov thought he had everything figured out, and so did Tyrenkov. He had come to one inescapable conclusion when Kirov
 and Karpov failed to appear in the Golden Horn Bay. This was a new world, another life, another meridian of time that was now all his to write upon like one enormous blank page in the book that would become all new history. And how did he get there, with Orlov, Volkov and his men? That problem was only confounding if one held to the notion that there was only one Prime Meridian, and all events had to fit comfortably into the careful weave of its tapestry.

But Tyrenkov was an errant thread, a free radical now, as they all were. They were men who had no logical reason for being in 1908, but yet there they were. So they had not come from the future of this
 time line. That much was clear. And if that were so, then they came from the future of the old meridian. Time had broken, split into multiple threads, and this was a thread where Kirov
 may have never sailed on her journey to the past.

Yet which world would dominate; which thread would prevail? Tyrenkov thought about that long and hard. Were there hundreds, thousands, or even millions of worlds, where history was trying out every possible permutation of events? Or was this merely an aberration, a slipped stitch? Was Time laboring all the while to gather up the disparate threads and feed them all back into the loom of fate again, intent on one history; one meridian of time?

Perhaps he could never know the answer, but if that were the case, then the history that prevailed would have to be one that suffered the least number of complicating flaws and paradoxes. He had already considered, and realized, the difficulty Kirov
 had caused. It was more than that, it was catastrophic. The thread of history had become so tangled about that ship that it could not be undone. It was the Gordian Knot that Paul Dorland had warned about, the insoluble present that made any resolution and future impossible.

He was elated, feather light with the realization that he had nothing to fear from his enemies now, they could no longer touch him here, or so he believed. But like Orlov’s hasty, but logical assertion, even his own clever mind had not seen all the possibilities now in play.

Something within him seemed to know that, on an unconscious level at that moment, lurking behind the satisfied glow of his realization. There was still a shadow of doubt casting its grey patina over his mind, but that was just the way he preferred things. Never get too comfortable with your own assumptions, he knew. Always consider the possibility that there was something you may have overlooked, some variable that has slipped from your grasp, even now, working its way into some hidden, dark equation that could eventually become your undoing.

How very true that was.

Tyrenkov thought he had covered every base. He thought he had dealt with Karpov in 1943, with that well-placed bomb on the airship, and that failing, by the hand of the assassin he had secreted aboard. Yes, everything had been done to eliminate Karpov, and this little side trip to Vladivostok was simply to test his own logic, and see if the world that once sent Kirov
 here was still intact.

Now he had the answer to that, but not to every question that was still rising in the mist surrounding these events. For it wasn’t merely Karpov that he had to worry about. There was one other man, a Prime Mover in these events, and he had already set a course to oppose Tyrenkov, and do everything possible to prevent the changes he had introduced. That man was Anton Fedorov, another nuisance that Tyrenkov hoped his bombs and spies had eliminated, for he was the one man that his intelligence service had failed to trace. No clear genealogy had ever been established on the man, and so Fedorov was not someone he could easily eliminate by taking action here. He would have to wipe out every family bearing that name, and that would be quite impossible.

Karpov was another matter. He knew just how to get at his Great Grandfather, for he had already killed the man fated to be his assassin. Perhaps Karpov was already eliminated as a threat, but being a careful man, Tyrenkov knew he would still have to pay a visit to Sergei Karpov here in this world, and tie off that possibility that his great grandson, Vladimir, would ever be born. But Fedorov’s ancestry remained a mystery.

 

* * *

 

Tyrenkov had done everything right. He had tried to kill both men in 1943, and the airship right along with them, but he had failed. The bomb had been found, disposed of, and the assassin he had secreted aboard the ship had not yet found a way to strike. Tunguska
 had navigated to Vanavara, a strange glow now rippling in the rigging, quavering through the metal bones of the ship’s duralumin frame.

The closer they came to that place, the more they could feel that inner sense of dread that seemed to well up like adrenaline. Everything around them seemed in order. Bogrov had the ship well-trimmed, and cruising at the same altitude Fedorov had recalled from his last journey to this place. They overflew the Chupakan River and then the Selkii, and Ayava. Fedorov was sitting at the chart table, remembering how he had plotted this very same course aboard the Irkutsk. He never forgot a plot, and he could recall the lines and courses he set, just like a good librarian could find any book under his keep. Fedorov was a very good navigator.

Now they were about 15 kilometers east of Vanavara, and Fedorov was feeding course corrections to Bogrov. “Ahead one third,” he said, unable to keep the anxiety from the timber of his voice.

“You don’t sound all that confident about that,” said Bogrov. “Are you certain this is where we should be? And why we’ve even come to this god forsaken place still escapes me. What’s his lordship up to here?”

“Bogrov, don’t worry about all of that. Ahead one third please, and hold this elevation as close as possible.”

Vanavara was right on the bend of the Stony Tunguska River, and the twisting course of the Vanavarka tributary entered it from the northeast. If they drifted, they would most likely move west with the prevailing wind, and so Fedorov was keeping a close eye in that direction. If he saw the tortuous flow of the River Chamba, he would know they had gone slightly off course.

He was watching the moon very closely here, a great white pearl drifting in the misty grey clouds. That was the first clue he had that something was amiss when he traveled this course aboard the Irkutsk
 . The moon had been wrong. This day, it should be a fat waning gibbous moon, still nearly full, freshly risen, and not setting until 06:36. That was what he was seeing, which left him somewhat disappointed. In this case, he was hoping to see it changed, for in 1908, the moon here should be mostly in shadow, and it would not set until 21:30, a slim evening crescent. The moon would be the sign that he had successfully navigated through time as he had done so earlier.

“Why are you so bothered by that moon?” Bogrov asked.

“Navigators live by the sun and moon, Bogrov. You should know that.”

“Well, you wanted it off the port bow, and there it sits. Clouds are thickening up, so have a nice long look. Then, if we keep to this course, we’ll be right over the worst place on earth in just a few minutes—the place this damn ship was named for.”

“That’s it exactly,” said Fedorov. “Steady as she goes, Commandant. Watch your trim and elevation.”

“Steady on is my middle name, Fedorov. I’ve been at the helm of his lordship’s terror ship here for more than a year.”

They would hold the course Fedorov wanted, but he would see no change in the moon, which left him frustrated. He had navigated this way with the Irkutsk
 , and that ship had no special attribute as Tunguska
 had. Nothing in its structure had come from the mines here. Tunguska
 was completely unique. It could move in time, even at the edge of a storm, drawing some indefinable energy from the angry clouds. The weather was cloudy now, but there was no storm brewing. Why hadn’t the ship moved?

He realized, with some frustration, that he might have missed the spot in the air where the fabric of time was torn. At Ilanskiy, it had been that back stairway, so carefully aligned, just by chance, right along a fissure in time. Here there was no physical reference point he could use. They were adrift in a velvet black sky, the moon now wreathed in clouds, her light dimming as the grey sky obscured all light from time to time. It was a frightening place to be, but Fedorov knew the anxiety in his gut had nothing to do with the spooky sky. He looked at his watch, waiting, still looking for the moon.

Above them, in the long central corridor that extended from nose to tail, a Bag Boy was carrying a tray with a pot of fresh hot water and food from the galley. All the men had been fed, and were resting in their quarters, with only a few men posted to the rigging, like spiders, where they perched on ladders and climbed high on the outer frame to inspect the canvas shell, long safety ropes extending from their belt and harness like webbing. Bag Boys had to pull double duty when they weren’t scheduled for repair or inspection work, and this one was pulling triple duty.

His name was Pavlov, and he had been very busy since the ship had left Ilanskiy. He had just completed bag inspection for his row, numbers six through nine, where he had been up to a good deal of mischief the previous day. For Pavlov was the man Tyrenkov had tasked with the unenviable job of either destroying the ship, or seeing to the untimely death of Karpov and Fedorov by other means.

He wasn’t a highly trained security man, like those Karpov had herded into the back of the ship with his bogus orders to prepare for deployment. Those men were still in their parachute harnesses, the Sergeants impatient, and wondering where in God’s name their weapons were stowed. No, Petrov was a diminutive little Bag Boy, and one who had taken many a turn inside the helium lifters, a perfect Squealer, because he was young, light afoot, agile, and a good climber.

When Tunguska
 left Ilanskiy, he had planted the bomb in the number nine port side gas bag, but it had been discovered by another man who took the inspection detail that day, in spite of his raised hand to volunteer.

“Not you, Pavlov,” the Bag Chief had told him. “You were in three bags yesterday, singing like a canary. Kozlov has the duty today.” And Kozlov found the bomb.

That had complicated Pavlov’s life a good deal, for now he had to fall back on Plan B—assassination. The Chief had grilled him for a good long while as to why he never saw that device in the number nine bag the previous day. “Who knows, Chief,” he had said. “Maybe it wasn’t there when I made my inspections.”

“Maybe… Maybe…” The Bag Chief was a surly man most of the time. “Alright Pavlov, get on with your duties. Nothing like this would ever enter your head in any wise.”

That was, of course, exactly why Tyrenkov had picked the young man, and it was somewhat frightening for Pavlov when he found himself face to face with Karpov’s Chief of Intelligence and Security, who was reading the names of each and every member of his family from a small piece of paper.

“Mister Pavlov,” the dark spy master had said. “You are going to do a thing for me, and if you fail, all the names on this list are going to be erased, rubbed out, eliminated. Understand? And your name will be the last one to go, so be very diligent in carrying out these instructions.”

Pavlov was very diligent. There he was, just as he had been told, carrying the tray with fresh hot water, a loaf of bread, some good cheese, and fresh salami they had acquired at Ilanskiy. Karpov was one to enjoy such a light meal in his quarters, often with wine, or in this case, with fresh water for tea. Pavlov had done exactly what Tyrenkov wanted, pouring the small vial of transparent liquid into that water, his hand shaking as he realized the gravity of what he was probably doing.

He was trying to poison the head of the Free Siberian State, Admiral of the Fleet, and one of the most efficiently ruthless men he had ever encountered in his short life. Yes, he thought, it very likely will
 be a short life, because come tea time, when Karpov chokes to death on his tea, my name will now be associated with both these unusual and dangerous events—the bomb in bag nine, and the tea tray that delivered the poison. He didn’t want to die, but neither could he see his brothers, sisters, parents, cousins, aunts and uncles all… rubbed out.

So it was with a good deal of trepidation that he now approached the Admiral’s stateroom interior cabin, the armored citadel at the heart of the ship, opulently decorated, with fine furniture and carpets, oxygen, heaters, special communications gear, weapons lockers, and cleverly hidden escape hatches. Yes, he was very afraid, especially when he reached the recessed alcove at the entry door, and stood trembling slightly, beneath the towering mass of Grilikov, staring up at the big man with white-eyed fear, who was easily twice his size and height.

He thought he would simply hand the tray to this fearsome guard, and then be done with his mission, but he was quite wrong. Grilikov merely tapped on the hatch, until he heard Karpov’s voice within, permitting entry. Then he slowly opened the door, and gestured for the young Bag Boy to enter. The lad seemed so innocuous, that Grilikov did not even bother to search him first.

Inside the well-appointed stateroom, Pavlov found himself staring at everything, in awe, and the tray was quavering a bit as he held it, waiting.

“On the table,” said Karpov, and the Bag boy hurried over to set the tray down, wanting nothing more than to get out of that room. The warmth had been a comfort at first, after the cold of the drafty outer walkway, but now it seemed oppressive, smothering.

“Sit,” said Karpov, and for all the world, Pavlov could not understand why he would be asked to sit there at that table. He sat down, sweating now, his pulse up as he waited.

“Mister Pavlov,” said Karpov. “The Bag Chief tells me you had the inspection duty yesterday for port side six through nine, correct?”

“Yes sir,” Pavlov squeaked. Karpov wasn’t even looking at him. He was seated across the room, barely discernable, his face masked in shadow, and the small light of a lit cigarette glowing brighter from time to time.

“You saw nothing unusual?”

“No sir,” said Pavlov. He was keeping things very simple, for the less said here, the better.

“I see…” There was something ominous in that simple phrase. “Now then, Mister Pavlov. Please assist me and kindly pour the water you brought into those two teacups. You and I are going to have a little chat….”






 


Chapter 35



 



Something
 was happening. Fedorov could feel it, sense it. He had slipped in time so often now that he seemed to be able to know whenever he was drifting close to some open drafty portal on infinity, and now it was finally happening. His reckoning had been true, and he was almost certain the airship was starting to leave the here and now of 1943. But where would it end up? If his experience aboard the Irkutsk
 was any guide, they would soon see hell on earth beneath them, just as they did before. He recalled that experience with some trepidation.

Fedorov was watching his own moon now, still full and fat, drifting over the clouds gathering here at this elevation. We should smell it soon, he thought, smell millions of trees burning on the taiga. He never forgot the sight of that event. The ground itself started to glow red. He remembered staring at it, eyes wide, and with each passing second the image became clearer—fire! The ground beneath them was engulfed with flames, a great inferno blazing in a wide circle around a central zone of black death.

He recalled how he rushed to the side port, looking down at the burning ground, seeing it stretching away from that darkened center, where he could see the forest had been completely flattened, the trees pointing away from a central zone that he could just make out. There it looked like a group of blackened trees stood silently in a small cluster.

There it is, he thought, the epicenter of doom itself. My reckoning was dead accurate, and if we keep on, we’ll fly right over it, but I’ll not risk that. God only knows what might be going on there. Time could be all knotted up, or it might be swirling and twisting away into some black hole. He had seen a strange aura emanating from that stand of blighted trees, and what looked like greenish lightning striking it from above. A time storm, he thought, worse than any gale a ship at sea could ever encounter. It had pulled them to 1908, for that’s where they would have to be, hours or days after the Tunguska Event. So when that feeling came over him again, that was what he expected to see. This was the center of the maelstrom that had been pulling at Kirov
 and her crew all this time, jealously dragging them home….

“Commandant,” he warned Bogrov, “you may want to brace yourself for a very strange ride. Expect rough air, fire, and possibly lightning.”

“What? From that bit of cloud? There’s no storm in that, Mister Fedorov. Rest easy.”

“I’m not talking about the weather,” said Fedorov. “Look to the ground ahead.”

“Yes, it’s a blighted and god forsaken place. Trees are down in all directions. Up ahead there is the center of the wheel if we hold this course.”

The moon was masked by cloud for a moment, yet he knew where to look for it. Fedorov stared intently, then reached for field glasses straining to see for some time. It was gone, not lost in the clouds, but it was simply not there. Then he realized that he was probably looking in the wrong place. There it was, much lower on the horizon, yet barely visible, just the barest sliver of an evening crescent. That could only mean one thing, and now he rushed to the navigator’s table and reached for the almanac. It was an old, well-worn book, the pages thumbed and tattered in places. He looked up the moon state for the day he expected, finding it would not rise until 03:08 that morning. Then the sky began to glow amber yellow, lightening with each passing moment. That certainly got Bogrov’s attention.

“Sunrise? At this hour? It’s only 21:00. The sun just set an hour ago.”

“Not anymore,” said Fedorov. “And that sun is already well above the horizon. It had to rise several hours ago. The answer to the mystery was right in front of him. Vanavara was very far north, and at this latitude, the sun would rise at about 02:00. It was already up, so it was clearly not 21:00, because they were no longer in September of 1943. They had moved, shifted. He was certain of that.

 Now he rushed to get a better look at the ground, thinking he would see all he had described to Bogrov, but the early morning was dark and calm. There was no sign of the conflagration and ruin he had seen earlier.

“Very strange,” he said aloud, looking at the ground. The moon and earth below should have given him his clues. A changing moon was always a sign that they had shifted, and the earth bore no sign of the trauma and torment he expected to see, which could only mean one thing. “What’s going on here?”

Bogrov gave him a sidelong glance, a half grin on his face. “How in god’s name did you pull the sun out of your hat?”

Fedorov was just staring at the ground below. There was no fire, no flaming circle that would mark the outer zone of the impact. The sky remained eerily lit, and now the combination of those two clues finally clicked in his mind, unlocking a conclusion that was even more frightening than the devastation he expected to see below them now.

“My God… Could we have slipped further back, beyond the event?”

“What now?” Bogrov shook his head.

“Look for yourself, Bogrov. Look at the ground, the trees. They’re all still standing as if nothing ever happened here!”

Bogrov looked, still smiling, and then that smile faded fast. He stepped forward to the main view pane, intent on seeing that dark zone ahead, where the small group of trees had stood a haunted and lonesome watch for as long as he could remember, but there was no sign of that. Instead, the forest beneath them seemed completely undisturbed, just as Fedorov had said. Strange things always happened here, which is why he never wanted to get anywhere near this place. But this?

“What devilry is this? Not a twig’s been ruffled down there. All the trees are still standing. Are you certain you’ve navigated correctly?”

“You saw the city, not fifteen minutes ago—Vanavara. You’ve been up here before. There was no mistake.”

“That I have, Mister Fedorov, that I have, but it hasn’t looked like this here for decades.”

The realization deepened in Fedorov, for the truth of Bogrov’s statement suddenly hit him like a hammer. “Bogrov! Come about and all ahead full!”

“What?”

“Look, I haven’t time to explain, but we both know one thing, the ground below us now should be blasted to hell, in any time after the event that first caused it. Yes? Well it isn’t
 blasted to hell, just as you say. So whatever caused that devastation hasn’t happened yet!”

“Hasn’t happened? What are you talking about? You’re acting as though….”

“Yes, I am—as though we’ve moved in time. Well, you were with Karpov over the Channel in that storm. You know what this airship can do. The moon is practically dark, and it’s only been up an hour or two. A moment ago it was damn near full. Helmsman! Come to 250 degrees southwest! All ahead full! We’ve got to get as far from this place as we can.”

 

* * *

 

 Karpov had been asking questions, watching the young Bag Boy very closely. He had come to the same table where Pavlov sat, terrified in the presence of the man he had come here to kill. Then Karpov told him to pour the hot water into those teacups, and he found his hand moving, as if with a will of its own, yet unsteady, shaking as he poured.

“Now, now, no need to be afraid. Careful not to spill anything. Tell me, Pavlov, how long have you been working the gas bags?”

“A full six months, sir.”

“And you’re often given the maintenance work, seeing to the linings and interior patchwork?”

“Yes sir. It needs a small fellow to get in through that airlock up topside.”

“Of course. Well, who else would be likely to get in there?”

“What sir? Just the other Bag Boys is all, sir.”

“Yes, I have all their names, Lovin, Kozlov, Tompkin, and you. But Lovin and Tompkin work forward, do they not? You and Kozlov work aft, correct?”

Pavlov hesitated, stuttered a bit, but answered. “Most often, sir.”

“Most often? You mean there are times when you worked the forward bags? Have you done that recently?”

“No sir. I’ve been working six through twelve the last month or so. And this week I was to do me inspections on the port side. That’s all, sir.”

“I see…. Kozlov had the starboard side bags?”

“Yes sir. We switch about.”

“Now, would Tompkin have any reason to work any bag in the port aft section? Would Lovkin?”

“Not if the Bag Chief had anything to say about it sir, and he’s always on top of things.”

“Yes, he is… and it was Kozlov that reported the bomb. Correct? No since reporting something that you yourself planted—unless the man lost his nerve. Eh? There now, I think our tea is ready. Go ahead and give it a try. It’s very good.”

“Tea? Me sir?”

“Well no one else is here, Mister Pavlov. Give it a try, and let me know if you think it needs a little honey.”

“Well sir…. I’ve a bit of a full bladder and such…”

“You can piss off later, Pavlov. Drink!”

The snap in Karpov’s tone was jarring, and Pavlov found himself reaching for a teacup, seeing the tawny dark tea leaves settled on the bottom, the amber color, the steam rising. There sat death in a cup. What else would Tyrenkov have put in that vial? But there sat Karpov, surely death in the shape of a man, his eyes hard upon the young Bag Boy, watching every move he made.

There was nothing else to do, and Pavlov thought he might get by with just the tiniest sip, and yet live. Even as he reached, the airship lurched to one side, sending the teacups scudding on the table. Karpov reached out quickly, taking hold of one cup, but the other went sliding off the edge of the table, and spilled on the carpeted floor.

“Sorry sir!” Pavlov was terrified.

“A pity,” said Karpov. “Bogrov and Fedorov are sloppy today, that’s all. No fault of yours, Mister Pavlov. Here, I wouldn’t want you to miss out on this wonderful tea. Take my cup.”

They could hear the engines revving up, the dull rumble of ‘ahead one third’ becoming the louder roar of ‘all ahead full.’ The airship vibrated, the duralumin skeleton creaking, lines straining with the sudden turn. Karpov extended his hand, holding the teacup absolutely steady, and watched as Pavlov’s quivering hand reached out again.

“That’s it,” said the Siberian.” Nothing to worry about. Tea Man always gets a taste in here. Didn’t the Galley Chief tell you? So drink up, Mister Pavlov. Drink up.”

 

* * *

 

 By the time Fedorov reached the stateroom, poor Pavlov had his tea, and Karpov made certain he took the whole cup. The Bag Man was expecting the burning bile of some terrible poison in his throat the moment he drank. He saw himself wrenching and choking, writhing in his death agony, but none of that happened. He drank his tea, and just sat there, bleary eyed.

“Sweet enough?” asked Karpov.

“Fine sir. A very good tea.”

“Very well, Pavlov. That knock on the door will be my Mister Fedorov, undoubtedly come to explain why we just made that sudden turn. Dismissed now. You can return to your regular duties.”

Pavlov stumbled to his feet, and actually bowed as he made for the door. “Thank you, sir.”

The door opened just as he reached it, and there stood Grilikov, glaring at him like he was a cockroach he might squash underfoot. It didn’t matter, for Pavlov was sure he was a dead man now, though he could not understand why he wasn’t dead already. The answer to that was quite simple.

Tyrenkov had sat there at tea with Karpov innumerable times, and he knew the ritual well. The water would be brought in, tea brewed, and always with a cup waiting for the water man—the Tea Man, as Karpov would often say. He was, in fact, there to also be a taster, in the event someone tried exactly what Pavlov had attempted. So no quick acting poison could be used in this matter. It had to be something that was very slow, doing its work well after the taster had taken his tea, leading Karpov to believe all was well.

In came Fedorov, and soon he was alone with Karpov in the stateroom.

“You’re certainly out of breath,” said Karpov. “What’s going on? Did things work out?”

“That they did, but something is wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“We shifted. Couldn’t you feel it? I followed the exact same course plot as I did with Irkutsk
 , and we certainly shifted. The moon change was enough to tell me that. But, by god, I think we’re too early.”

“Too early?”

“Well, I was thinking we would have to arrive sometime after we were last there—after I herded Troyak and the men up that stairway, and we lost Orlov.”

“That makes sense.”

“Yes, but it looks like the Tunguska Event hasn’t happened yet! It knocked down an estimated 30 million trees, we were over the blow-down zone as we approached the epicenter. Nothing is disturbed. The forest was completely unblemished—not a single branch has burned, and all the trees are still standing.”

“What? My God, Fedorov. You’re certain of this?”

“Of course! Now you know why I pulled hard to port and gave it all the power we had. We’ve got to get out of here, and fast. Both the sun and moon are up, and the moon was supposed to rise a little after 03:00. It looks like it’s been up at least an hour; possibly two. That could put our current local time at 05:00, or even later.”

“On the 30th of June?”

“I’ve only the moon to go by, and it’s an evening crescent. The almanac says it was new on the 28th. So this is either the 29th of June, or the morning of the 30th, which is what I fear. Do you realize the danger we’re in? The blast zone extended over an area of 2000 square kilometers! We’ve turned southwest and increased speed to 80 KPH, and I hope it’s enough. Trees were flattened as far away as 50 kilometers when that thing exploded. The fire zone extended beyond that. We were within 10 klicks of the epicenter when I turned, so it could take us an hour just to get out of the impact zone. This explosion was thought to be the equivalent of a 30 to 50 megaton nuclear bomb!”

“Damn…. But how could we be this far back—before
 the event? That was what first ruptured time. Isn’t that your theory? If it hasn’t happened yet, how could we be here?”

“Why would a time fissure extend in only one direction?” Fedorov argued. “Why would it only go forward?”

“But we never reached any time earlier than 1908.”

“Until now,” said Fedorov. “You should see things from the bridge. There are a good many atmospheric displays now, and they began weeks ago, according to the scientific studies conducted on this event. They peaked the 29th of June, the night before the event, but if the moon is barely new, it might be the 28th of June—assuming this is even 1908. That would give us time to get out of here. If this is the 30th, then god help us. That thing could come in at any moment. It struck a little after 07:00, which doesn’t leave us much time.”

“What’s our heading?”

“250 Southwest, towards the Angara River.”

“Any reason for that course?”

“It was the shortest way out of the impact zone, and one thing more. It puts us on a heading that will take us to a very important place.”

“Ilanskiy,” said Karpov.

“Correct,” said Fedorov.

It was a good play, but as Fedorov had feared, they did not have much time. Even as they spoke, something was hurtling through the void, soon to plunge into the earth’s atmosphere and become the largest “impact” ever recorded in human history. Yet it was not really an impact at all. Whatever came out of the void that day exploded many kilometers above the ground, creating the characteristic ‘butterfly’ blast pattern that was later documented there, and leaving that eerie stand of scorched trees at the epicenter.

Scientists had argued and speculated on just what the object was, but could produce no conclusive evidence to confidently solve that problem. It would remain a mystery, even into the 21st century, and after numerous expeditions to get to the root of the matter. Fedorov had seen the terrible devastation it caused, and now he was about to see it come….






 


Chapter 36


 


Vladimir
 Karpov was restless, not the Siberian, who was now lost in some unnamed hour and day in the past, but his ‘younger’ self. When the Siberian came aboard Tunguska
 to personally brief Tyrenkov and supervise that mission with Fedorov, his so-called brother first moved to Baikal
 , and then returned to Kirov
 . He had been busy planning the supply runs to Sakhalin Island, where a long stalemate had been in place for over six months. Neither side could gain an advantage, and so they were content to sit behind the no man’s land between them.

But Karpov was restless. He had stepped up to command the Siberian airship fleet, and performed well, seeing the new ship Baikal
 Commissioned, and maintaining a careful watch along the Ob River line. Even though Volkov still had more ships in his fleet, he made no moves to press that frontier, and the Orenburg fleet was content to do routine scout duty along the front.

Karpov was initially thrilled to return to Kirov
 , pleased that the ship was well, and the crew seemed to have adapted to their fate. The old, familiar officers were there, Rodenko now serving as his XO, Nikolin at Comm, Tasarov manning the sonars, Samsonov at the CIC. The crew also seemed very pleased that the bruising security guard that always followed in Karpov’s wake was gone this time around. His presence on the bridge was always like a looming shadow that darkened all the operations there. The Captain, now calling himself an Admiral, seemed to have relaxed into the job, and they were glad Grilikov was gone.

But Karpov was restless.

He was tired of the routine in the Sea of Okhotsk, escorting old, rusty transports from the supply port at Magadan before the ice closed in and sealed off those sea lanes. He had determined that this would be his last run. Once concluded, he decided to seek warmer waters in the south, and see what was happening in the war.

“We’re heading south, sir?” asked Rodenko.

“Correct. Our logistics here are in order. The garrison on Sakhalin has adequate food and supplies to last the entire winter. So I have no desire to freeze my ass off up here in the ice. We’re going south.”

“What about those new Japanese ships? They gave us a bad time down near Ponape.”

“What about them? If we encounter them, we fight, just as we did before.”

The Siberian had briefed him on every detail of the battle he had fought with Kita’s task force, so he knew it was a dangerous move if he was to head south now.

“Will we be on our own, sir?” asked Rodenko.

“No. I’ve spoken with Gromyko, and he has agreed to accompany is. He’ll be well out in front, a good forward scout with Kazan
 , so we’ll know if we run into this Japanese task force in good time.”

“That’s encouraging,” said Rodenko. “Well sir, the men are ready. We’ll do what it takes.”

“Good. We’ll set a course for the Kruzenshtern Strait, and time it for transit in darkness. After that, we move off Wake Island, a little over 1800 nautical miles south of the strait. That’s three days sailing time, and the route will be free from prying eyes until we approach Wake.”

“What will we do there, sir?”

“We shall see. The Americans have moved into the Gilberts. If they shared their intelligence and operational planning with us, we could operate much more effectively, but that is not the case. They’ve already declined our offer for bomber fields on Sakhalin, but I can understand why. They wouldn’t get many sorties from them given the weather, particularly now as we head into what promises to be another very cold winter. Once we get south, I plan to alter course to take up a position between Guam, in the Marianas, and Wake. That will put us in a good position to move towards the Marshalls, which will certainly be where the Americans go next.”

“You plan to make a direct intervention?”

“That remains to be seen. The Americans could do the job on their own, as we both know, but this Japanese task force is a wild card. Suppose they decide to intervene? These become very decisive battles. Once the US gets established in the Marianas, and gets their long range bombers deployed, Japan’s war takes a serious turn for the worse. These ships from our day obviously know that, which is why they may decide this is the time to intervene. We have to be prepared to… complicate any such plans.”

“Kirov
 and Kazan
 can certainly do that sir,” said Rodenko. “But it’s going to be risky. You saw what it took the last time we locked horns with those ships. That F-35 is difficult to see, even with our best radars.”

“Well,” said Karpov, “if they are out looking for us, then they can’t very well be out hunting the Americans too. They can’t have more than a dozen of those planes left. We took several down in our last encounter. That said, a dozen F-35’s are nothing to trifle with. We’ll have to be sharp. I’ll want our long range infrared sensors mounted on the KA-40. We can’t rely on the Oko
 Panel radar sets.”

“I’ll see that the word gets down to the helo bay,” said Rodenko. He had real misgivings about this move, but he also knew that the crew had been equally restless and eager to do something more than escort supply ships from Magadan. Now they were going south again, out into the deep blue. It was a place that had always been the province of the American Navy, who ruled those waves from the conclusion of this war, and into the 21st Century.

“Suppose these new Japanese ships get into it here?” said Rodenko.

“All the better,” said Karpov. “I’m not sure I want to waste valuable SAMs on Japanese planes from this era, but we can assist the Americans with our sensor suite just the same. If the Japanese of this day do get pushy, we’ll deal with them easily enough.”

“I wouldn’t underestimate them sir. They are dangerous opponents in any era. After all, remember what happened to our task force when we got blown into 1945. A thousand planes are still a thousand targets, and we haven’t the missile power to defeat an attack on that scale.”

This Karpov had no direct first hand memory of those events. All that was in the Siberian’s head, and it was all his elder brother’s doing, but he had been briefed on what happened in long conversations with the Siberian.

“I doubt Yamamoto will be able to muster an attack on that scale,” said Karpov. “He’ll have enough on his plate just dealing with the American fleet.”

“Perhaps we should coordinate our efforts with the Americans, sir.” Rodenko suggested the obvious.

“I’ve considered that,” said Karpov, “but we’ll see how the situation plays itself out. In the meantime, we’re a lone wolf, a raiding party. I plan on timing our move toward the Marshalls as soon as I can get some confirmation that the Americans are getting ready to operate.”

“And if they remain tight lipped?”

“Then we’ll just have to get down there and have a look around ourselves. Get ready gentlemen. We’ll be back at sea soon. I want all systems checked and battle ready.” As I will be, he thought. This isn’t an airship this time. Now I sit on the most powerful ship in the world.

He strolled over, eyed the Captain’s chair, and then sat down. It felt good, like coming home after a long time away, and he was ready.

 

* * *

 

It came from the southeast, and drove a strange magnetic flux before it. All over the globe, the auroras were shimmering in the sky in the northern and southern latitudes, catalyzed by the energy of the thing that came from the deeps of the void.

Both Fedorov and Karpov could feel it, a strange, breathless tension in the air. They were just outside the entrance to Karpov’s armored Stateroom, when the duralumin frame of Tunguska
 suddenly started to glow with a ghostly milky green hue, then crackled with unearthly blue lightning. They had both seen that light before, and it was always an ominous prelude to some movement or slippage in time aboard Kirov
 . Now they both knew, instinctively, that the unknown object hurtling in from the heavens above was calling to itself, with strange dancing fire of Paradox.

The exotic particles and material that had been mined near Vanavara had gone into Rod-25, and also into the duralumin frame of the airship. It had made both ships phantoms, unshackling them from the continuum of time itself and allowing them to navigate the waters and skies of infinity.

“What’s happening, Fedorov?” Karpov gave him a wide-eyed look.

“I think we’ve got trouble. It’s the Tunguska Event. It must be coming in right now!”

“Come! You too, Grilikov. We should get inside the armored stateroom. I’ll signal the crew to brace for impact!”

That would be an understatement.

They had been running at 80KPH, as fast as the winds before them would allow, and heading southwest, away from the impact site. Yet they were still near the edge of the left ‘butterfly wing’ of the impact site, the imprint left on the taiga, where up to 80 million trees would soon meet their demise, flattened, burned black at the edges of the zone of chaos.

“This is going to be very bad,” said Fedorov. “God help us.”

Then they heard it, the awful roar of the object as it tore through the earth’s atmosphere. A searing bright light flashed at the cracks of the entry door, though there were no windows for them to see what was happening. Seconds later, there came that terrible sound of a mighty explosion, followed by a long deep rumble, with wrenching overtones that could simply not be described.

Perhaps Chief Dobrynin, with his keen ears honed over years of listening to the ship’s engines might have heard things in that sound, but to Fedorov and Karpov, it was pure terror. It was everything Orlov had experienced on the tundra when he had first found the Devil’s teardrop, but magnified a hundred times. It was doom, dread, and the promise of catastrophe, yet on a subharmonic level so deep that it was something felt deep in the bones. It was time itself being shattered, the thread-like fissures and cracks extending out in all directions.

It was Paradox.

The airship could not be there… but it was. The particles in its duralumin frame could not be glowing now with that restless phantom green… but they were. It was as if they had been on a ship immune to the flow of time, set free, a vagrant in eternity that was nonetheless still there in this one moment.

The blast wave hit them with terrible force. Anyone not well braced was thrown wildly about. Riggers and linesmen were caught on the ladders and flung against the hard metal bones of the airship. The pressure wave hammered the tail end of the ship, batting it about as if the ship was caught by a great wave. It was literally uplifted, the airship nose down, shuddering as it careened in the grey skies, soon made red with heat and fire.

The heat wave was a palpable thing now, searing the tail, where portions of the outer skin of the ship were burned away. Down they went, driven by the force of the blast, hurtling towards the ground. Yet the shock wave had passed over them, leaving the ship in a dizzying descent, but still intact. Now it was all up to Bogrov.

They had been up at a thousand meters. When the airship was blown tail high, Bogrov had grabbed hold of the brass railing that surrounded his post on the bridge gondola. He could hear the whole ship shuddering, the hiss of a ruptured gas bag, the snap of cables and the awful creaking strain on the ship’s frame.

But it held. Tunguska
 had been built by the best engineers Karpov could find, and the duralumin shell had been heavily reinforced by cross beams. While many welds had broken, rivets flying like bullets fired from a gun, the frame held, and it was only the number twelve gas bag aft that had ruptured. That had been a saving grace for them, because the blast wave had forced the ship tail up and nose down. Now the sudden loss of lift in the tail saw the ship begin to right itself. The heavier weight of the gondolas then forced it to roll into proper alignment with the earth.

Bogrov saw the ships elevator controls spinning wildly first in one direction and then in another, and the helmsman himself was down and unconscious. He dragged himself to the wheel, grappling for control. It all depended on whether the lines and hydraulics had held. Would the air-foils respond to his commands? He could see they were losing altitude, the nose still down about 15 degrees, and so he fought his way to the ballast board, thumbing the controls to vent water.

That spray of water was also a godsend, for a segment of the nose canvass had caught fire, but was extinguished when the wind forced the water back over the nose of the airship. Slowly, he was doing everything he could to forestall a terrible crash. With the ship leveled, he could see the altimeter finally steady itself around 400 meters. They had been minutes away from a fiery doom on the taiga below.

Now he looked over his shoulder, amazed and astounded by all that he saw. The entire sky glowed with hues of amber and gold. There, behind them on the taiga, was a dark core of doom, and all around it was a deep brand in the earth, where those millions of trees had been blown flat. Then came the ring of fire, more trees burning, and a dark haze of smoke now filling the sky. They had been just beyond the outermost ring of that conflagration, the heat still a palpable thing, but far enough away to avoid being immolated.

God almighty, he breathed as Tunguska
 steadied itself. Fedorov told me to expect rough air and fire, and look at it now. Two of the six engines were down, the others sputtering. He knew he would have the devil to pay here for hours, checking fuel lines, frame integrity, rigging, outer canvass. How any men were killed in that terrible shock wave when it came?

But these mundane things were the least of his trouble. There was something in that glow, something in the light above the Stony Tunguska. He could see it, then feel it. It was as if the light itself was undulating, a liquid glow, rippling out from that dark center. But there, just at the edge of that event horizon, he saw something, not able to say what it was.

Inside the armored stateroom, all Karpov’s loose fixtures had been flung across the room. They were fortunate that the heavier furnishings were all bolted to the deck plating beneath the carpets. Karpov had long ago rigged out emergency harnesses, and once inside the stateroom he had rushed to pull the deployment lever. The harnesses fell from the overhead ceiling, five in all, and they were able to get into them, so they were suspended above the hard deck, and in a vacant area where any movement of the airship might see them clear of all dangerous obstacles.

They were alive.


Tunguska
 itself was battered and badly damaged, but still alive as well. There they dangled, Karpov, Fedorov, Grilikov, slowly moving this way and that, like three human pendulums ticking off the seconds of fate and time, one after another… This way and that….

 






 




The Saga Continues….




 


Kirov Saga: Book 35





1944




 

Narrowly escaping destruction on the eve of the Tunguska Event, Fedorov and Karpov now set course for Ilanskiy, determined to settle the matter of Tyrenkov’s interference. Yet the dark shadow of Paradox looms dead ahead when Fedorov realizes he also arrived there just hours after the dreadful sky fall. Can he survive here now in the face of that contradiction?

Meanwhile, the war on the altered history they created continues, with the hard grip of winter settling over the East Front. The thick muddy season of the Rasputista has ended, the ground freezing solid again. Now the Soviets unleash their winter offensive, and one that aims to gain a decisive edge in their war against Germany. In the West, new divisions arrive to bolster Allied forces, and the brief stalemate again erupts with new offensive action by both sides.

In the Pacific, the Americans now push into the Marshalls, bypassing the outer posts at Wotje, Jaluit and Maloelap, and aiming directly for the Admiralty nerve center at Kwajalein. This time they will face a most unexpected challenge when Admiral Kita’s 21st century warriors set their course to intervene. Even as they approach, Vladimir Karpov and Ivan Gromyko move to bar the way, setting up another tense naval standoff that could end in disaster for either side.






 


Reading the Kirov Series


The Kirov Series
 is a long chain of linked novels by John Schettler in the Military Alternate History / Time Travel Genre. Like the popular movie “The Final Countdown” which saw the US Carrier Nimitz
 sent back in time to the eve of Pearl Harbor in 1941, in the opening volume, the powerful Russian battlecruiser Kirov
 is sent back to the 1940s in the Norwegian Sea where it subsequently becomes embroiled in the war.

Similar to episodes in the never-ending Star Trek
 series, the saga continues through one episode after another as the ship’s position in time remains unstable. It culminates in Book 8 Armageddon
 , then continues the saga in Altered States
 , which begins the second “Season” in the series, extending through Volume 16. The series is presently in Season 5, covering the Allied offensive into Southern France in late 1943.

 


How to Read the Kirov Series


The best entry point is obviously Book I, Kirov
 , where you will meet all the main characters in the series and learn their inner motivations. The series itself, however, is structured in “seasons” with 8 books in each season. In Season 1, the first three volumes form an exciting trilogy featuring much fast-paced naval action as Kirov
 battles the Royal Navy, Regia Marina (Italians) and finally the Japanese after sailing to the Pacific in Book 3. Book 4, Men of War
 stands as a sequel to that trilogy and the bridge novel that links it to the second segment of Season 1, beginning with 9 Days Falling
 .

The 9 Days Falling
 trilogy focuses on the struggle to prevent a great war in 2021 from reaching a terrible nuclear climax that destroys the world. It spans books 5, 6, and 7, featuring the outbreak of the war in 2021 as Japan and China battle over disputed islands, and the action of the Red Banner Pacific Fleet against the modern US Fleet. It then takes a dramatic turn when the ship is again shifted in time to 1945. There they confront the powerful US Pacific Fleet under Admiral Halsey, and so this trilogy focuses much of the action as Kirov
 faces down the US in two eras. Several subplots are also launched that serve to relate other events in the great war of 2021, and deepen the mystery of time travel as discovered in the series. The season ends at another crucial point in history where the ship’s Captain, Vladimir Karpov, believes he is in a position to decisively change events, the season finale, Armageddon
 .

 


Season 2
 begins with the Altered States
 trilogy, where Kirov
 becomes trapped in the world made by its many interventions in the history, an altered reality beginning in June of 1940. It is here that a sequential alternate history retelling of WWII begins that will extend to the war’s conclusion in 1945. The opening volume sees the ship pitted against the one navy of WWII it has not yet fought, the Kriegsmarine of Germany, which now has powerful new ships from the German Plan Z naval building program as one consequence of Kirov’s
 earlier actions.

The Altered States
 saga spans books 9 through 16, initially covering the German attack on the carrier Glorious
 , the British raids on the Vichy French Fleets at Mers-el Kebir and Dakar, and the German Operation Felix against Gibraltar. Other events in Siberia involve the rise of Karpov to power, and his duel with Ivan Volkov of the Orenburg Federation, one of the three fragmented Russian states, (and these involve airship battles!)

The second half of Season 2 begins with Three Kings.
 It covers the action in North Africa, including O’Connor’s whirlwind “Operation Compass” and Rommel’s arrival and first offensive, Operation Sonnenblume. The main characters from Kirov
 and other plot lines from the opening 8 book saga figure prominently in all this action, with a decisive intervention that arises from a most unexpected plot twist. Book 13, Grand Alliance
 continues the war in the desert as Rommel is suddenly confronted with a powerful new adversary, and Hitler reacts by strongly reinforcing the Afrika Korps. It also presents the struggle for naval supremacy in the Mediterranean as the British face down a combined Axis fleet from three enemy nations.

Book 14, Hammer of God
 , covers a surprise German airborne attack, and the British campaigns in Syria, Lebanon and Iraq. It continues in Crescendo of Doom
 , the German response as Rommel begins his second offensive aimed at Tobruk on the eve of Operation Barbarossa. At the same time, the action in Siberia heats up in a growing conflict between Vladimir Karpov and Ivan Volkov.

Book 16 is the Season 2 finale, Paradox Hour
 , where the ship faces the prospect of annihilation on the day it first arrived in the past, 28 July, 1941. This impending event overshadows all else as Kirov
 joins Tovey in a pursuit of Hindenburg
 and Bismarck
 as they break out into the Atlantic.

 


Season 3
 then begins with Book 17, Doppelganger
 , where the aftereffects of the Paradox are finally sorted out. Fedorov is strangely displaced, and appears on the newly arrived ship, while Vladimir Karpov survives in Siberia, even as another version of himself defies Paradox and appears on Kirov
 . Now Fedorov struggles to prevent the same dominoes from falling and keep the ship from engaging the Royal Navy as it did in Book 1. At the same time, the Siberian Karpov plots to seize control of the ship, and that action invariably involves Ivan Volkov, who has his own plans to strike at Ilanskiy in Nemesis
 .

The war then heats up on the East Front as the Germans launch Operation Typhoon, reaching a dramatic event on the outskirts of Moscow in Book 19, Winter Storm.
 These actions continue through Tide of Fortune
 , as Japan enters the war at Pearl Harbor, and the British again tangle with Rommel in Operation Crusader. The action then depicts the Japanese Malayan Campaign and the battle for Singapore, naval actions off Java and the invasion of the barrier islands, and then Operation FS, leading to battles in the Coral Sea and on the Fiji Island group.

In Knights Move,
 Montgomery is brought in to try and save Singapore, and coordinate the defense of Java. In the West, as the Germans battle for Gran Canaria in Operation Condor, Admiral Raeder turns his fast raiders loose in Operation Rösselsprung
 , but the Germans find something far more than they ever expected in the deep South Atlantic.


Turning Point
 resolves the fast naval actions in the Canaries as the German raiders attempt to return to Casablanca with their mysterious prize of war. Meanwhile, the Japanese invasion of Java is interrupted by an event that threatens to change the balance in the Pacific. A most unusual challenger to the ship they call Mizuchi
 appears on the scene. Meanwhile, in the Western Desert, the British launch Operation Supercharge to try and push Rommel off his Gazala line and liberate Cyrenaica.

In Steel Reign
 , the Japanese offensive reaches its high water mark as Yamamoto launches Operation FS in a bold attempt to storm the Islands of Fiji and Samoa and isolate Australia. He is opposed by a determined stand made by Admirals Fletcher and Halsey in the desperate battles of the Coral Sea and Koro Sea to decide the fate of Empires. Meanwhile Vladimir Karpov continues his long planned invasion of Sakhalin Island, but Japan now has a powerful new champion as the Destroyer Takami
 is detached north to join Admiral Kurita’s task force. The showdown is resolved in the season finale, Second Front
 , as the Allies storm ashore at Casablanca and Lisbon in September of 1942.

The series continues in the premiere of Season Four:
 Tigers East,
 where Rommel regains his lost glory in the deserts of Libya while Patton drives east in an attempt to enfilade Von Arnim’s defense in Algeria. Manstein takes his hammer east to Volgograd, where the grueling fight for the city begins in Thor’s Anvil.
 As the new year of 1943 dawns, the Allies now begin their war in earnest, and the outcome of the battles looming ahead will decide the course of the war.

Book 27, 1943
 starts the critical middle year of the war as the action moves to the Pacific. The U.S. goes on the offensive, mounting a major push on Fiji, and amphibious landing by Halsey at Efate and MacArthur at Noumea. Carriers clash and the Japanese rush new hybrid ships into battle as the first of the new Essex
 Class carriers arrive to redress the balance on the US side. Then Japan’s secret weapon, the destroyer Takami
 , receives an unexpected order to return to Yokohama, but the journey there will open a door to new opportunities.

In Book 28, Lions at Dawn
 , the war moves back to North Africa, where Eisenhower, Montgomery, and Patton plan their drive on Tunis. General Patton has ideas of his own, and they do not involve waiting for Monty to fight his way along the Algerian coast. His plan presents a major crisis for Kesselring and Von Arnim when Hitler orders the withdrawal of all Germany’s elite paratroop units. The Führer has eyes on a new prize in the Middle East, and devises a daring return to that theater in Operation Phoenix
 . Meanwhile, General O’Connor’s British 8th Army begins its big push to capture Tripoli, but he meets a determined and skillful defense by the Desert Fox, Erwin Rommel.

An exploration of St. Michael’s Cave at Gibraltar by Fairchild & Company leads to a hidden mystery beneath the Rock, and far to the east, the isolated atoll at Eniwetok receives some very unexpected visitors. The surprising developments set the destroyer Takami
 on a dangerous collision course with Vladimir Karpov and Ivan Gromyko, when the Russians set out to cleanse the timeline of all contamination, including their own! Events lead to a dramatic battle at sea that neither side ever expected.

Book 29, Stormtide Rising
 , covers the Allied forces campaign in Tunisia. The Germans conceive a bold new plan that sends Rommel west to the heartland of Tunisia where he confronts the American Army under General Patton. The Axis forces launch Operation Sturmflut
 (Stormtide) as the famous names etched in the original history at Kasserine, Faid, Gafsa and El Guettar will again see the rising tide of war.

At the same time, Hitler presses his daring invasion of Iraq and Syria in Operation Phoenix
 , while launching the cream of his airborne troops against the British outpost on Crete with a much belated Operation Merkur
 . As Guderian pushes into the heartland of Persia, Hitler sets his eyes on the richest prize in the world—all the oil the Reich will ever need to fuel the fires of war. Yet before Guderian can drive south, he must first secure his lines of communication. That necessity leads to a dramatic battle for the ancient capital city of Baghdad, with both sides risking all they have to rule the hour.

Meanwhile, Fedorov and Karpov face the grim reality of their situation and come to a decisive conclusion about how they must proceed.

In Book 30, Ironfall
 , the war continues in 1943, as Japan launches a bold new attack against the Fiji Islands that leads to a decisive battle off Yasawa. In Syria, Erwin Rommel unleashes a classic flanking attack towards Damascus with “Operation Eisenfall
 ,” as the Allies attack Kesselring in Tunisia with Eisenhower’s Operation Hammer
 .

Then, as the German 11th and 17th Armies slowly grind down the last of Soviet resistance in the Caucasus, tensions reach a breaking point when they meet Volkov’s forces dug in west of Maykop. The Führer has ordered his legions to take and occupy that place, and Ivan Volkov chooses to stand his ground. The war in the east now threatens to spiral out of control, with new fighting erupting on every frontier when General Zhukov opens his Spring offensive in a massive attack towards Kharkov that now threatens to reshape the entire front.

Meanwhile, Elena Fairchild finally learns the fate of the men she sent into the hidden passage beneath St. Michael’s Cave, and also makes a surprising discovery that will give her the means to find and retrieve the key that was lost on the Battleship Rodney
 . As she plans her mission, Fedorov and Karpov arrange a meeting with Volsky and Gromyko to discuss their new plan to shatter this altered meridian by traveling to 1908.

In book 31, Nexus Deep
 , the Fairchild Group launches its mission to seek the key lost aboard Rodney
 , even as the Allies close the door on the war in North Africa with Operation Chariot. As the 5th Panzer Army dies in Tunisia, Hitler must now find a way to shore up Armeegruppe South while also finding divisions to guard the West.

 Both sides now plan operations for the late Spring and early Summer. The Allies must decide whether to strike at Sardinia or Sicily in an attempt to topple the regime of Mussolini and knock Italy out of the war, while the Germans must choose from several operations in the south, Habicht, Panther and Zitadelle. The Soviets plan new offensives of their own that will prove, once and for all, that the tide of the war in the east is shifting.

Meanwhile, the work of Lord Elgin is strangely mirrored by the action of his son, the 8th Earl, and a seemingly small squabble on the China coast at Canton escalates into an event that has sinister implications for the quest Elena Fairchild has undertaken. Then, just as Fedorov and company begin to finalize their plans for the mission to 1908, Admiral Tovey makes a dramatic request.

Season 4 concludes with a return to Sir Roger Ames, who we last left in the closing volume of Season 1. He and his footman, Ian Thomas, have traveled through a hidden passage beneath the ancient monastery at Lindisfarne, and they arrive in 1815, on the eve of the Waterloo Campaign. Now Ames begins a battle of wits as he tries to outwit his arch rival Jean Michel Fortier on the Field of Glory
 . Another keyholder, Fortier has also moved in time to this pivotal year, and is attempting to intervene in the campaign to produce a victory by Napoleon. There follows a detailed accounting of the entire Waterloo Campaign, from the first crossing of the Sambre at Charleroi, to the fateful battle where General Wellington tries to desperately hold on to his “near run thing.”


Season 5
 begins with, Prime Meridian.


 

 

Detailed information on the battles covered in each book, including battle maps, is available at www.writingshop.ws.







KIROV SERIES - SEASON 1: Kirov




1) Kirov



2) Cauldron of Fire



3) Pacific Storm



4) Men of War



5) Nine Days Falling



6) Fallen Angels



7) Devil’s Garden



8) Armageddon
 – Season 1 Finale


 


KIROV SERIES - SEASON 2: Altered States

 (1940 – 1941)


9) Altered States



10) Darkest Hour



11) Hinge of Fate



12) Three Kings



13) Grand Alliance



14) Hammer of God



15) Crescendo of Doom



16) Paradox Hour – Season 2 Finale


 


KIROV SERIES – SEASON 3: Doppelganger

 (1941 – 1942)


17) Doppelganger



18) Nemesis



19) Winter Storm



20) Tide of Fortune



21) Knight’s Move



22) Turning Point



23) Steel Reign



24) Second Front – Season 3 Finale







 


KIROV SERIES – SEASON 4: Tigers East

 (1942 – 1943)


25) Tigers East



26) Thor’s Anvil



27) 1943



28) Lions at Dawn



29) Stormtide Rising



30) Ironfall



31) Nexus Deep



32) Field of Glory (Special Edition)



 



KIROV SERIES – SEASON 5: Prime Meridian

 (1943 – 1944)


33) Prime Meridian



34) Event Horizon



35) 1944



 



More to come!
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The Meridian series merges with the Kirov Series,



beginning with Book 16, Paradox Hour, when the Meridian team discovers the catastrophic damage to the continuum created by the battlecruiser’s unexpected shift into the cauldron of WWII.
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 “We have conquered for ourselves a place in the sun. It will be my task to see to it that this place in the sun shall remain our undisputed possession, in order that the sun’s rays my fall fruitfully upon our activity and trade in foreign parts.” – Kaiser Wilhelm II: The Kaiser’s Pirates, Hunting Germany’s Raiding Cruisers of WWI, Hewitt








[3]



 Kronprinz Wilhelm,
 Kaiser Wilhelm II,
 Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse,
 not to mention the battleship Kaiser
 , and five others bearing the name Kaiser
 .
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 The fictitious units were: 11th, 17th, 48th, 55th, 58th, 59th, 80th Infantry Divisions, 9th and 21st Airborne, 25th Armored Division and 7th, 9th, and 10th Ranger Battalions
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 It was pure coincidence that this submarine went missing in the exact same area of operations I was writing about. I knew the worst from the very beginning, but decided to do my part and rescue San Juan
 and her crew. -JS
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