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Аннотация
Hunted on the Arctic icecap by the Russian military, a Danish scientist has information that the US can’t afford them to obtain. He must be rescued.

The free world unleashes its best: the USS Stonewall Jackson.
The mission for Commander Nathan Blake and the world’s most dangerous submarine escalates. It becomes a struggle to prevent one foreign power from dominating the Arctic’s trade and 22 % of the world’s undiscovered oil and gas.
220 years of naval history weigh heavily as the US Navy takes on the might of the Russian Northern Fleet in the blackness under the ice cap. Never in history have unseen shadows fought each other in a secret naval battle. For the Pentagon, it’s a must-win situation.
As the fight in the dark underworld reaches its climax, Nathan is given a solitary task. It could lead to victory or end his life.


Stephen Makk
Ninety Degrees North


From the author

A warming Arctic; a dispute between the west and Russia.
USA, Canada and Russia, along with China, struggle for supremacy in the high Northern Arctic. The coming Arctic conflict will require a reshaping of military infrastructure and bases. Vessels and airpower will need to adapt.
It is all driven by hydrocarbons, minerals and trade. Trade will play a big part; whoever controls the shipping routes and the seas around them is in a position of real power.
According to the US Geological Survey, the Arctic holds oil and gas reserves roughly equivalent to 412 billion barrels of oil, around 22 percent of the world’s undiscovered oil and gas.
Russia also launched the Akademik Lomonosov, a floating nuclear power station with two 35MW plants, to meet its increasing electricity needs in its bid to develop oil resources in remote Arctic regions.
Three new nuclear ice breakers are being launched; the three will keep navigation open all year round, capable of breaking through ice up to three meters thick to make way for convoys of ships.
Out east, skulking around the periphery, is China. Always listening, always looking. Now and again the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy and Air Force would mount a probe into the Arctic. The multiple ships and aircraft would withdraw shortly after deploying. The USA and the Russians puzzled over what the Chinese goals were.
In Ninety Degrees North, the Arctic crisis has come down to Russia against the west. As usual in my books, I do incorporate something of the real world in there. The geopolitical issues are real.
All devices used on the USS Stonewall Jackson are in service or being prototyped right now. An exception is Nils Sondergaard’s Eye of Ra. There are papers published in science journals and patents registered that allude to progress along these lines.
You can be sure that the NSA, GCHQ, Russian SVR and Chinese MSS Gothic Panda are all active in the area.
The probability is that something of this ilk will one day become a possibility. This book is about what could happen. The high Arctic is a place not much frequented. It’s tough to see how Moscow, Washington, Ottawa and Beijing will play this one out. If Beijing is involved, can Tokyo and Seoul stay away?
Stephen Makk.

Further reading:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/jun/05/arctic-military-rivalry-cold-war
https://medium.com/international-affairs-blog/what-are-russias-aims-in-the-arctic-63a53456917
https://www.voanews.com/a/as-russia-touts-expanded-arctic-sea-routes-us-observers-see-veiled-threat/4875843.html

Epigraph

“The business of a soldier is to fight. Armies are not called out to dig trenches, to throw up breastworks, and live in camps. But to find the enemy, and strike him; to invade his country, and do him all possible damage in the shortest possible time… but such a war would of necessity, be of brief continuance, and so would be an economy of prosperity and life in the end. To move swiftly, strike vigorously, and secure all the fruits of victory, is the secret of successful war.”
General Thomas J “Stonewall” Jackson.
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Western Atlantic Ocean.
She slipped deeper into the cool depths, levelling out at 300 feet and cruised north at a sedate 8 knots. USS Stonewall Jackson was on the hunt; her opponent was quiet, her crew well trained, and the USN boat trailed a stealthy shark.
She wasn’t the only one on the prowl; the foe sought out her American opponent.
Locked in a blind struggle, the two crews hunted each other in the stygian depths.
Lieutenant Commander Nikki Kaminski looked up from her chart. “Sir, I think his likely approach to target will be on the north side of the Rutherford seamounts.”
She was the boat’s recently promoted Executive Officer or XO. She had been Navigation Officer and still liked to keep an eye on their location.
“Go on, Nikki, why?” replied Nathan.
“It’s the sensible way from his last location and it lets him seek cover in the canyons to his south.”
Commander Nathan Blake nodded. “Yeah, it’s a strong possibility. Benson, I take it you still have the contact?”
“No sir, I think the seamounts are shielding him.” Benson stared at the sonar screen and listened for any traces of their opponent. His sonar screen looked like an abstract painting covered in running, dripping oil. It meant something to Benson, but Nathan just shook his head.
“Planesman come to 345 degrees. We’ll get in among the mounts. Down bubble ten, make your depth 600 feet. Speed ten knots.”
“Down ten, 345 at 600 10 knots, aye sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson angled down by the bow and slid further into the deeps.
She was a diesel-electric boat, an American/Japanese vessel based on the Soryu class. Traditionally, diesel-electric boats, like the boats from WWII, had used diesel engines on the surface for propulsion and to charge battery banks for use underwater. This limited the boat’s range and time underwater. A solution developed in the sixties was the Air Independent Propulsion drive, often using the Stirling Engine, which greatly increased time underwater. The Soryu’s designers had opted for newly developed Lithium-Ion Batteries, further increasing time and providing for more stealth. She was a quiet, lethal predator.
“Weaps, what’s our war shot status?”
“Sir, tubes two to four Mk48. Tube one is being loaded with a Mk48 right now. Tubes five and six Harpoon.”
“Remove a Harpoon and get Deputy Dawg in there.”
“Aye sir.”
Deputy Dawg was a Pointer, a torpedo tube launched retrievable self-propelled underwater drone. It was wire guided or free swimming. Named after the hunting dog, it could act as a passive or active sonar detector. A Pointer can appear to an enemy as a submarine and can deploy countermeasures or simulate a torpedo launch. It’s unarmed, but a great remote sensor or tool to spread confusion among any opponents. It was developed by Lockheed Martin and the wizards of underwater deception, L-3 Chesapeake Sciences Corp. The boat had four of them, all named after cartoon dogs. The rest were named Scooby, Ren and Stimpy.
“Sir, we have a seamount ahead; suggest we come left, there’s a deep channel there,” said Nikki.
“Ok, Planesman come 30 degrees to port.”
The boat turned to port and tilted to the left.
“That’s it, sir, we’re over the channel in the clear now.”
“Thanks, Nikki. Resume course to the north Planesman.”
“North, aye sir. Maintain depth and speed.”
Nathan looked to his highly skilled sonar operator, whose nickname was the Virginia Visionary. “Benson, keep those big sonar ears tuned in. He’s a quiet one, call for a coast if needed.”
The boat would sometimes coast with its engine off to listen for the enemy. The boat sailed slowly north along the channel at 600 feet and, after two miles or so, Benson looked up.
“Sir, can we have a coast? I may have something.”
“All ahead stop.”
“All ahead stop, aye sir,” replied the Planesman.
USS Stonewall Jackson slowed and became silent. Benson listened to the sea; he was at home now. He knew the sounds of biologics: marine creatures such as whales. He’d learned the tricky art of listening for shoals of squid.
“Sir, I think we have something. Bearing 40 degrees, heading south at eight knots. Range is tough, but I’d say six or eight miles. He’s not a nuke.”
Nikki looked over at Nathan. “Sir, he’s going to disappear down the next channel to us. He’s at 700 feet, well below the ridgeline peaks.”
He knew they couldn’t lose the contact. “Are there any passes between the ridges?”
“Yes, sir, heading 025 degrees, there’s a pass 300 feet deep through the ridgeline.”
“Come to 025 degrees, speed 15 knots.”
“Aye sir, 25 degrees at 15 knots. Coming to depth 250 feet.”
“Very good, Planesman. Weaps, designate contact as Tango one.”
The boat turned to starboard and headed for the pass. As the boat passed through the ridge and out into the adjoining channel, Nathan knew it was time to get in behind the contact.
“He should be ahead of us. Listen for him, Benson.”
Benson listened in on his real ocean world, aided by the sophisticated Hughes/Oki bow and flank sonar arrays. These were so sensitive that from off the coast of Georgia he could hear ships passing through the Strait of Gibraltar. Benson’s mind was at one with the sea; he knew her creatures, volcanic shifts, distant ships and what didn’t belong. Manmade whales of death who lurked in the silent dark depths were packed with torpedoes, missiles and mines. Hunter Killers are their name; there’s a reason for that.
USS Stonewall Jackson had one task: hunt down and kill the enemies of the US. General Stonewall Jackson had said, “Give them the bayonet.” His namesake intended to do just that.
“Flood forward one and two,” commanded Nathan, “make your depth 1,000 feet. Benson, find me that submarine.”
The boat levelled out at depth and cruised quietly south, listening.
After 15 minutes, Benson grinned at Nathan. “Sir, I have him. He’s quiet. Depth 700 feet, speed nine knots, range two miles, heading three five five degrees.”
Nikki checked the chart. “He’s heading right down the centre of the channel, sir.”
“Close slowly to half a mile behind, get in his baffles, then match his speed.”
“Aye sir.” Jackson closed on the foe.
“We’re in his baffles, 900 yards astern of him. Sir.”
“Any info on him, Benson?”
“He’s a diesel-electric and very quiet sir. He’s not a large boat.”
Nathan rubbed his temples. “XO, let’s play some games with him. Battle stations, battle stations. Let the dog out.”
All through the boat, men and women ran quietly but quickly to their battle stations.
“Sir, Weaps, flood tube six, open outer doors,” said Nikki.
“Tube six is ready in all respects, sir.”
“Launch tube six Deputy Dawg. Take him out to 1,500 yards east of Tango one.”
The Weapons Officer looked over to Nikki. “Pointer launched, proceeding to station, sir.”
Nathan thought the situation through. Tango one didn’t seem to be aware of their presence so far. He had a bad feeling about this, better to be sure.
“Weaps, flood tubes one and two. Get two Mk48’s ready. Plot a firing solution on Tango one.”
The Weapons Officer worked on his control station. “Firing solution laid in, fish ready, sir.” For now, it would be follow the foe, listen and learn.
“Deputy Dawg on station,” said Benson. “Pointer’s passive sonar paints a consistent picture.”
The boat shadowed the enemy boat along the deep ocean trench, stealthy, unseen.
“Sir, aspect change on Tango one. Coming to right. He’s coming right, now facing west, still coming about.”
Nathan knew what was going on. “Tango one crazy Ivan, crazy Ivan. Planesman 30 degrees down bubble, make your depth 1,400 feet.” He knew the enemy boat was making a 360 degree turn to clear his baffles, turning to face any pursuer. It was a manoeuvre named crazy Ivan, as it was first witnessed when used by Soviet submarines. The pursuer had no option but to quickly get out of the way, often using the engine to increase revs, giving away their position. By diving below a submarine’s normal operating depth, Nathan was attempting to get out of the way with the minimum of noise. There’d be some as vents were opened.
“Shit, sir, Tango one’s flooding a tube,” said Benson. “He may have us.”
Nathan knew it was time to act. “Weaps, active ping from Deputy Dawg. Let’s confuse this mother.”
The Pointer’s sonar made one active ping, painting the enemy boat.
“He’s flooding another tube. Wait one, wait one. Outer door opening. He’s getting ready to fire on us.”
“Weaps, open outer doors tubes one and two. Lay in a firing solution on Tango one, both fish.”
“Sir, Tango one on trigger. Type 53 fish in the water. Heading down for us.”
“Launch tube one.”
“Tube one launched, fish in the water, fish is hungry.”
The Mk48 raced off towards the enemy contact.
“Ready countermeasures port side.”
“Countermeasures ready to port, aye sir.”
The two fish raced towards their targets, with death on their microprocessor brains. In the boat’s control room, men gulped and briefly closed their eyes. It would all be over soon. One way or the other.
Nikki removed the boat’s intercom handset from its perch.
“Executive Officer Kaminski. Executive Officer Kaminski. NATO code 62A. Endex, I repeat, Endex. Stand down all personnel.”
Throughout the boat, men and women breathed again. This was an exercise. Nathan knew it, but didn’t know when the XO would call Endex. Only she knew the time to stand down.
“You have control, sir.”
“Thank you, XO. Planesman, up ten degrees bring the boat up. Prepare to surface the boat.”
USS Stonewall Jackson broke surface on a breezy but sunny morning. Seawater washed off her decks.
“Chief, open the sail hatch.”
“Sir.”
The Chief of the Boat, Nathan and Nikki climbed the ladder to the sail and stood in the open air for the first time in two weeks. The Chief lit his long-awaited cigarette.
“There, sir,” said Nikki, looking through binoculars.
Around a quarter mile away on the surface was Tango one. He saw her distinctive shape, with flared sail merging with the hull.
She was a Deutsche Marine, modern U boat. U34 Type 212A. The German Navy often sent boats over the Atlantic on exercise. The type 212A had proved herself to be a cunning opponent.
“We’ll let some fresh air into the boat, make for Kings Bay Georgia when we submerge,” said Nathan.
* * *
Later, when tied up ashore at the USN base, Nathan was sat at the conn writing an exercise report when Nikki came over to him.
“Sir, we’ve been called to a video conference ashore. It’s the CNO.”
Nathan raised his eyebrows. “We’d better get over there.”
* * *
In a secure room, a large monitor flicked into life. The USN logo was replaced by Admiral Kamov. “Good morning Commander Blake, Lieutenant Commander Kaminski. Welcome ashore. We have a situation developing in the Arctic. I want you to prepare the boat for deployment. Tomorrow mid-afternoon is your start time. Let the crew take a night out with their German colleagues. I’ll see that you're fully briefed en route. Head for the Greenland Sea; your potential opponents are the Russian Navy.”
“Sir, what are we going to face?”
“I can’t tell you everything yet; the situation is developing as we speak.” Kamov smiled enigmatically. “You’re out there to recover an idea.”
Nathan frowned. What the hell was that?
“You’ll get the relevant information as we have it. Just prepare for and expect the worst that Ivan can get up to out there. Kamov out.”
The screen turned off.
“We’ll let the Chief and the Chief Engineer know about this, Nikki. Let the crew have their night out.”
“What do you think is going on, Nathan? What’s he mean, an ‘idea’?”
“I don’t know, but I know Kamov. He’s holding something back. I don’t like it, but we’re needed up north, that’s enough for now.”
Nathan knew Admiral Kamov was worried about this one; he could read him.
If it worried Kamov, then it sure worried him.
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Two weeks earlier. Copenhagen. Denmark.
Nils Sondergaard walked into the café just a couple of blocks from Weibel Scientific. Nils was a young radar engineer, one of the best. He didn’t mention on his resume all manner of other interests he had, from microbiology and artificial intelligence to cosmology via quantum physics. His current project was an improved Doppler radar for a new missile system. Easy, tame stuff.
His real project was a secret just for him for now. It wasn’t finished yet, but it was getting there.
It had begun as an idea, a wild derivative of the stealth research and technology he worked with. He’d just taken it to its logical conclusion.
Secret projects didn’t get too many takers around here.
But in the meantime, if you’re in northern Europe looking for a quality Doppler radar, then Nils Sondergaard and Weibel Scientific Co have something you’d like to see.
Nils looked out of the café window on to the street; it was raining now in Allerod. The roads reflected the car’s lights and office displays in a windblown shimmery wet street cover. Just the same old wet Danish October.
“Same, Nils?” She’d owned the cafe since he been going there.
“Yes, Brigit, thanks.” He sat by the window.
Several minutes later, a swarthy looking girl with black hair covered by a woollen hat came in and sat at the same table.
“This place ok? You ok?”
“Yes. Both are fine.” He nodded, running his eye over the girl. A late twenties looker. Maybe she was from Iran, Turkey, Lebanon or Israel.
“Any recommendations?” she asked, pushing her scarf and woolly hat in her bag.
“The dark cake, I don’t know its name. That’s good.”
“I’ll have a try,” she said, going over to the counter to order. She came back with a coffee and a slice of the dark cake.
“It’s good,” she said with a half full mouth.
“It’s not a bad town either when it’s dry.” He gave her a faint smile.
What was going on? Was she trying to pick him up? He didn’t think so, but hard to say.
She nodded. “Copenhagen’s not far away. You lived here long?”
“Nine or ten years, since university. Have you been here long?”
She smiled. “No, I arrived here last night. From Yerevan via Paris.” She saw him frown. The young woman leaned forward. “Armenia. Yerevan’s in Armenia.”
“Not been there. I’ve seen pictures, it looks good.”
“So,” she looked into his eyes, “Nils Sondergaard of Weibel Scientific. Senior radar engineer. Denmark Technical University DTU. Read Electronics and Physics, about as good grades as it’s possible to get.” Nils tried to cover his amazement. “And now leading the team working on the radar for the Back-pass missile system.”
“How have I come to your attention? Miss…?”
“I’m Marjan Ghazaryan, that’s all you need to know. My employers,” he started to say something, but she cut him off, “have an interest in your work.” She fixed his gaze. “Not the work for Weibel, your other work.”
Nils shrugged. “I only work for Weibel.”
Marjan smiled knowingly. “Yeah, right. Look Nils, let’s just leave it, for now.”
* * *
The following night after work Nils made his way over the park green towards the café. The Armenian girl had stayed after he left, and they hadn’t arranged to meet again. He walked in and saw the girl sat to the rear.
“Hi.” He ordered his coffee and cake and sat by her. It wouldn’t do to sit elsewhere. Her mood had changed. She was suspicious and edgy, eyeing everyone who passed by.
“Had a bad day, Marjan?”
“No. A fucking worse one than that. It’s moving quicker than we thought. I’ve less time than I thought. We need some information from you.”
Nils rolled his eyes. “Ok, cut the shit,” he glared. “Who do you work for and what do you need from me? What’s this ‘other work’ crap?”
Marjan carried on looking into the street and spoke softly. “Your other work involves visiting online forums. Swapping information and chunks of math.”
“Yeah, if you mean Zoomeye and all the other linked places?”
“We do. We’ve been listening in to you.”
“And who’s ‘we’?”
She looked at him with a smirk. “I work for Israeli intelligence. Our Sig-Int people at Unit 8200 in the Negev desert have been following you and your contacts. Unit 8200 is akin to the NSA in the US, or the signals unit of PET here in Denmark. We have an idea of what you are working on; your work has been seen by our specialists. Your contacts on these forums.” She looked at him with her head tilted to one side. “Nils, you know Zelda-Pbook? She’s from Croatia and has two cats.”
“Yes,” he said cautiously.
“Zelda is actually two middle-aged men in Chelyabinsk Siberia,” she said, “and ChrisAA32 is three or four young officers in the SVR.”
“What?”
“Yes, Nils,” Marjan patted the back of his hand. “They’re all working for Russian intelligence, either SVR or FSB.”
“That’s mad.”
“You’ve been asked to meet someone, yes?”
“Yes, Zelda says her cousin is visiting Copenhagen. I’m going to show her around.”
Marjan laughed. “You’ll probably be met by two SVR men and within hours you’ll be in Russia.”
“You can’t just capture someone on the city street like that. The police…”
She looked at him with some pity. “If the SVR wants you in Russia, that’s where you’re going. Look Nils, work is going on to set up a safe place and to get you there.”
Nils frowned. “Ok, what’s the problem? Assuming all this shit is real. Why can’t I just leave with you tomorrow and fly off somewhere?”
She shook her head. “There are reasons.” He raised his eyebrows, and she looked away. “Ok, jurisdiction issues.” She shrugged in that self-deprecating Jewish way, and he laughed.
“So, they’re fighting over me?”
“It’s complex, you’re under protection.”
Nils smiled. “So, there are PET undercover people watching over me?”
Marjan shook her head. “It’s not something we trust anybody else with. Mossad is around, keeping a lookout. It’ll get sorted out, trust me. We’ll get you to safety Nils.”
The two of them sat quietly with two coffees. Brigit, the owner, looked at them briefly and smiled to herself. It’s good that Nils is getting on with a girl; he’s a decent man and deserves some luck.
“Drink up, Nils,” said Marjan. “You’re taking me for a beer.”
“I am?”
She nodded and stood. He followed her out. “We’ll go to Gustav’s, ok?”
“It’s your town, I’ll go where you say.”
* * *
Leo stood further back in the shadows. “They’re going, look Serge.”
“We’ll follow, keep back. I wonder who that slag is that he’s with.”
“We don’t want her. Moscow gave us a green light to take him back with us. What do they want with some Danish scientist engineer?”
“They piss around, Leo, and then everything is rush about like there’s no tomorrow. That’s the way it is, SVR’s always been the same. Come on, but keep back.”
Nils and Marjan walked off down the wet street. A light rain fell and created a wet sheen that reflected street and shop lights. Serge followed at a safe distance. After two turns, the couple walked along an old street with cobbled stone paving. After 50 yards they entered Gustav’s bar. The bar was covered with stained glass windows, allowing the light to fall coloured onto the street, but the inside was shrouded.
Serge watched them and took out his throw away pay-as-you-go cell phone.
“Leo, get the van. They’ve gone in a bar. Gustav’s it’s called, on a narrow street Jespervej. I’m going in there.”
He entered the bar and saw them sat at a high table on two tall stools. So he ordered a beer and sat where he could keep an eye on them. The bar was quite busy but not full.
“So, Nils, tell me what all this is about?” Marjan said in her best seductive voice. “Your other work, that is, not the radar stuff you do at Weibel.”
Nils looked at his beer. “If you’re meaning the work coupled to the information I get and put out on the forums I visit, then its complex.”
“Try me.” She leaned forward and batted her eyelashes.
“Ok, you asked. It is radar related. Ever heard of quantum entanglement? Or quantum physics and its possibilities?”
“Yes, but I’ve no real idea. It’s something to do with a cat in a box being dead or alive isn’t it?”
Nils grinned. “Schrodinger’s cat. It’s dead and alive at the same time.” Marjan frowned. He gave her a weak smile. “It’s a thought experiment. It’s not about a real cat. There’s a real phenomenon called quantum entanglement.”
He looked at Marjan warily, “This is going to be weird. Quantum entanglement says that two particles can be joined so that whatever happens to one must also happen to its partner, however far apart they are. Einstein called it ‘spooky action at a distance’. This happens instantly too. From here across the room or from here to a distant star, it doesn’t matter.”
“That’s rubbish, Nils.”
“It’s not, it’s real and proven.”
“Ok, so what has that got to do with what you’re doing and why the Russian intel people are interested?”
“I’ve made a huge breakthrough. I’ve been working on quantum radar and it’s regarding that. I’ll have to explain using some technical concepts. The device solves what computer science calls an ‘NP-complete’ problem: that’s a problem that’s impossible or nearly impossible to calculate on a classical device. Entangling allows the absorption spectrum and the resolution limit of quantum radar systems to be selected independently of one another. So, while current radar systems must compromise between range and resolution, quantum radar systems can simultaneously achieve the low attenuation/high range associated with a long wavelength and the high resolution associated with a short wavelength.”
“Give me the quick version,” said Marjan.
“A quantum radar could see through the background or camouflaging, through plasma shrouds around hypersonic air vehicles, through concealments hiding underground facilities, finding IEDs, mines and other threats. Aircraft, ships or missiles, of course, that would be chicken feed.” Nils grinned. “The big deal with all this is that the quantum radar source is undetectable.”
“What do they give you to smoke at Weibel? You’re on something, Nils. You’re telling me this radar can see anything and be invisible to the thing you’re looking at?”
“It’s more complex than that. But yes, in short, that’s about it.”
Marjan shook her head. “Fuck me.”
“Quantum radar can’t do that I’m afraid.” Nils laughed. “There’s more work to be done yet, but it’ll work. I’ve given it a name,” Nils said sheepishly.
“Go on.”
“I’ve called it the Eye of Ra. After the Ancient Egyptian Eye of Ra. It’s believed to be an all-seeing force that uses violence to subdue and control its enemies.”
Marjan smiled. “I can see why they’re after you. You’re either a genius or a nut job.”
* * *
Serge’s cell phone received a text message. That meant Leo was ready outside. He took out a map of Denmark and walked over to the couple sat on the tall stools.
“Excuse. I’m lost here. From Latvia, can you help? I need go to Odense city by car. Can you show? Outside?”
Nils took the map. “You need to get onto the E20. Come on.”
They stepped outside, and Leo climbed out of the van. The map was opened, and Nils started to explain the route. Marjan felt it first. A hand came around her head and closed over her mouth with a fabric pad. She smelt it. She knew it was a drug to render her unconscious. Marjan saw the other man had Nils in a similar grip, and she struggled. If she could just reach her leg scabbard and the knife. Marjan tried not to breathe the fumes.
“Titkofef.”
Someone pulled the hand holding the pad from her mouth. A man with glasses and blond curly hair stood before her, raised his pistol and shot the man holding the pad in the head with a silenced round. His colleague pulled the other man from Nils. The blond man put his gun to the struggling man’s knee and fired. He screamed and fell to the floor.
“Now, who are you?” demanded the man with the gun. He moved the gun to the man’s groin. The man with the shattered knee shuddered in terror.
“No, don’t, please.”
“Who are you?”
“Russian.”
The pistol pushed into the man’s groin.
“SVR, we are SVR. Don’t shoot.”
The man with the gun moved his aim to the Russian’s head and fired two rounds into his forehead.
He looked at Nils and Marjan. “Come.”
The blond man with the pistol pointed to a nondescript VW waiting nearby. The four of them got in and the car drove off.
“Fucking SVR, cruel bastards,” said the man who’d shot the last Russian.
“You shot them,” laughed Marjan.
“Yeah, well, they deserved it. You two need to get out of here.” He reached into the car’s glovebox. “Here, these passports will do. We’ll take you to the airport. Go anywhere in Europe. Get the first flight tonight and then get a flight from wherever you are to Oslo. You’ll be met there by one of us.”
Nils sat and watched the familiar Danish town pass by as they headed for the major highway. This last twenty four hours was mind blowing. A girl who hinted she was Mossad, he knew their reputation, and now shootings on the town’s streets. Russians were out to get him. This can’t be happening. The trouble is, it was.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Away,” said the driver. Nils looked at Marjan. She was a gorgeous looker. Mossad? He shook his head.
“Marjan, this sort of thing doesn’t happen. Not to me.”
She smirked at him. “Blame your brain. It got you into this shit.”
“You said we’ll be met by one of us. Who’s we?” Nils asked.
Marjan laughed. “Nils, haven’t you figured it out? You were rescued by the Mossad.”
The blond man turned and looked over his shoulder at the Dane. “You’re on a trip, my friend. Where?” He shrugged. “Just thank God it’s not Siberia.”
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Oslo. Norway.
Marjan looked out of the window at the snow-covered homes and factories of the passing landscape below. The Finnair A321 was on finals for Gardermoen Airport.
At immigration, they showed their Polish passports and were admitted. They’d no luggage and so took the train into the city.
The two of them left the train and walked onto the modern concourse.
“Well, where are they? Your men?”
“They’ll be here somewhere,” she said. “Let’s get a coffee.”
They walked into a station cafe and ordered. Nils got a coffee and a fried egg sandwich.
Several minutes later, a young woman in ripped denims and a Greenpeace tee-shirt walked up to the table. “Is this free? Can I sit?”
Marjan looked up in concern. “Hmm, we are meeting someone soon. He’s not here yet.”
“I’m taking it anyway.” She looked at Marjan in contempt.
“We can move,” said Nils. “There’s a table over there. Oh, somebody’s taking it.”
Marjan sipped her coffee. This was a nuisance. She glared at the girl. The girl looked up at her. “Ata holekh thatsig et atsmcha?”
Marjan opened her mouth. “Ma?”
“Ah, so you speak Hebrew? I thought you were a Turk.”
Marjan snorted in disgust.
“What’s wrong with Turks?” The girl smiled at her barb; she knew Marjan was Armenian and calling her a Turk wouldn’t go down too well.
“You’re our Mossad contact?” said Marjan.
“No, I’m a whore. You want to sell this?” She pointed at Nils, then smiled. “No? Pity, I’ll bet he’s a bit of a hunk under that shit. Did you dress him?”
“Cut the shit, whore,” Marjan quipped. “What’s next? Where do we go?”
“That’s a difficult one. I’m expecting a call from Tel Aviv this morning. Get your breakfast. There’s no hurry, and it’s cold out there. Not good weather for a walk.”
The girl got up and ordered a ham, bread and cheese platter with pickles.
“Looks ok. I’ll get one.” Marjan queued for hers, brought it back and sat down.
“So, why’s it difficult? What do I call you?”
The girl smiled. “Boss. That’s my name.”
“Yeah. OK, Boss, why’s it difficult?”
The girl in denims sighed. “I’m told they’ve only a rough idea of what he’s up to, but they all want him. The Americans, the Russians and the European side of NATO. They know it’s some technical radar shit. We could have his ass in Beersheba tonight if we wanted. But it’s a risk, the fucking SVR are all over this and we’re undermanned here. Plus, NATO want’s first touch, America and Europe are bickering over him. We’ve been asked to look after him until they get their shit together. We threw the SVR a curveball. They think we took him to Berlin, but they’ll find out it’s not true soon enough.”
“The CIA will have people here, won’t they? What’s the problem?” Marjan frowned.
“Jurisdiction. The US and the European sides both want him, so it’s a bit of a standoff.” The girl thumbed the counter. “Eat your breakfast and get the hunk one too.”
After breakfast, Nils fixed Marjan with a gaze. He tried his best to ignore her dark deep eyes, her smiling lips. “You do this kind of thing all the time do you?”
“No,” she grinned. “Only when I’m lucky, clients are usually fat bankers or drug cartel gang lords.”
“I was a Radar Engineer and then this shit. And you, that’s the good part.” She looked at a couple getting up to pay. “I was a surfing girl, always on the beach, then it was the IDF and I got involved in some undercover work. It went on from there.”
Nils found all this a little hard to take. The only thing making all this real was the killings he’d seen on the streets of Allerod. Mossad and the Russian SVR: it was hard to take in. He’d been shocked; he admitted if it wasn’t for those events he’d have just run off and that would have been it. Except he knew it wouldn’t have been just it. Things would have got worse; they’d have come for him at work or just after.
A cell phone rang. The girl who called herself Boss answered. “Yes, factory vault 85G. Boss speaking. They have? I thought they’d be arguing for weeks.” She listened for a few minutes.
“So, it’s not really a solution, it’s a holding place?” She nodded and listened longer. “Right, we’ll be there today. I will.” She tapped the phone screen to off. “That was Tel Aviv, as I’m sure you guessed. Ok, we’re off. Get your bags and come on.”
“Where are we going?” asked Marjan.
Boss smiled. “NATO is still in a catfight. For the time being, he’ll be held in a secure location in European territory where the Russians can’t get their hands on him. What happens eventually…?” The Boss shrugged.
“So where are we going?” asked Marjan again.
“North. The far north. You two are going to Svalbard, or Spitsbergen as it was known. A Norwegian Arctic Island. Surprisingly in the Arctic Sea.”
“Svalbard, what the hell’s there?”
“Polar bears, seals, wolves and shit. There are substantial settlements there, and the Norwegian forces will be watching over you. We’ll go now to Gardermoen air station, an RNoAF base. From there you’ll be flown to Svalbard via Bardufoss RNoAF. Come on, it’s not far to the air station, we’ll get a taxi.”
At the air station gate, Boss showed her passport to the guard who picked up the phone.
“Wait here. Someone will be along to meet you.”
An officer turned up in a truck. “Hi, I’m Major Nyylin. Climb in.”
They headed for the main complex. They were offered food and taken to an equipment store.
“Here, get your cold-weather gear. What you’ve got on is no good,” said the Corporal in the store. There were allocated coats, trousers, boots, hats, snow goggles and thermal underwear. He placed skis, ski boots and snowshoes on the counter.
“You can change in there,” the officer pointed.
The three of them walked into a changing room.
“Where’s yours?” asked Marjan.
“I’m not coming with you,” said Boss. “I’m not stupid. I was told to keep an eye on you, so that’s what I’m doing.” She smiled, nodding towards Nils. “I’m looking forward to this.”
Nils felt self-conscious removing his clothes including his underwear in front of Marjan and Boss, but Marjan had to do the same, so he got on with it. He flicked a few glances her way as she stripped off. Not bad.
“Ok, now that you’re dressed, I think you two can go,” said Boss. “Not bad, Nils, you can bend me over any time. You’re a lucky cow, Marjan.”
Marjan and Nils were taken outside to a waiting Lockheed C-130J transport aircraft. Flakes of snow were thickening. It wasn’t exactly plush inside, but they picked two seats facing the opposite side of the aircraft and strapped in. Four Rolls Royce AE turboprops spooled up, and it rolled down the runway and climbed off towards the north.
The Arctic beckoned and Marjan shivered, but not from the cold.
* * *
At RNoAF Bardufoss, 16 Norwegian soldiers in Arctic whites got on, and they pulled a large low box on wheels up the ramp. All looked like Rambo or Schwarzenegger, with weapons dangling from them or carried in their arms. They nodded but kept to themselves.
As they rolled down the runway, Marjan shouted, “Who are you?”
One looked over and yelled, “Jegerkommando.”
He wasn’t talkative, so she sat back for the flight north.
* * *
They landed at Svalbard, and the ramp opened and a draft of cold air rushed in. Nils pulled his hood cord tighter.
They walked down the ramp into a grey, windswept, snow-covered land. Mountains were visible in the distance. A truck waited for them, and the soldiers loaded up the wheeled box, then Nils, Marjan and the troops got into the truck and they left the airstrip.
They stopped at a wooden house at the end of a row of similar houses. A soldier from the base showed Nils and Marjan to their house. It was a reasonable size, with two bedrooms, bathroom and kitchen. The furnishing was functional but tasteful.
The two of them were left alone and they unloaded the supplies they’d been given and explored the house.
There was a knock at the door, and Nils opened it. A soldier in full Arctic whites walked in, and Nils recognised him from the flight. Marjan walked into the room and shook the man’s hand.
“Sit, please,” said Nils.
The soldier sat in a chair and faced them on the couch.
“Hello, I’m Major Tandberg, Jegerkommando. We’re here to make sure you come to no harm; we’re staying in a dormitory close to here. We can bring whatever supplies you may need from the island store. We can take you there if you wish,” he said, looking at Marjan.
“The C130-J will be returning to Bardufoss for more equipment.”
“Are we under threat here?” she asked.
“Not that we know, but we must be ready for that. We’re bringing in a NASAMS 2 anti-aircraft missile system and its AN/MPQ-64 Sentinel radar. We’ll be close by, but we’ll have patrols out around the island constantly. We have more men due on the next flight.”
“Does that mean we’re confined to the house?” asked Nils.
“No, you can go out around the settlement or further away skiing. But you must let me know; I’ll have an escort with you at all times. You can get me on this.” He passed over a military-style walky-talky. “The channel’s already set. Press that button to speak. Your call sign is White Goose. I’m Osprey.” Major Tandberg stood. “That’s it for now. Enjoy your arctic vacation.” The Major left.
“Ok, let’s see about a coffee, Nils.”
She returned from the kitchen with two cups. “Are you happy with things?”
He took the cup from her. “I could do with a computer, online. Otherwise, I’ll go stir crazy.”
“You’ll have to speak with Osprey on that one. I think they will get you one, as long as you don’t try to contact the people in the forums.”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s a given.”
“This looks like it could get to be a problem: the Jegerkommando, they’re worried about Russian company.” She frowned. “I’ll ask for a Tavor, but I doubt I’ll get one.”
He frowned. “What’s that?”
“An Israeli army assault rifle.” She shrugged. “What else would I need?” She sighed. “I suppose one of those HK416s they carry will do.”
Nils stood and looked out of the window. “It’s dark now; the light doesn’t last long.”
“It’s that time of year, Nils. It’s hardly light at all midday, dusk for an hour, and that’s it.”
“Not much to do tonight. There are some films in the rack. We’ll have sat or cable TV.”
“Nils?” She sat up. “How about we go out skiing tomorrow, explore the place?”
“Yeah, sounds ok by me. We’ll need to call the Major tomorrow.”
The two of them microwaved a meal, watched TV and then went to bed.
* * *
The following morning Nils fixed breakfast, while Marjan got the skiing equipment ready and called Osprey. They dressed in the warm weather gear, strapped on the LED lights and went outside, where two Jegerkommando were waiting.
“You lead the way,” one of them said. “We’ll stay 150 meters or so behind.”
They pushed off into the darkness, and the head-mounted lights illuminated the way. They started off by heading toward the main settlement.
The snow was best just off the road and Nils set up a loping gait; the cross-country skis swished one after the other. Nils looked up and it was just possible to see the tops of the snow-covered mountains.
They passed close to the runway. He looked over and there were two aircraft, an ATR two engine turboprop, probably seating around 50, thought Nils. He’d long been interested in aircraft, he’d taken lessons and almost got his licence, but his career had intervened. There was also an old-looking Piper PA 46 single engine aircraft, similar to the one he’d learned in.
They skiied on and were now close to the main settlement. Marjan skiied up to the store and went inside, and Nils followed her. She bought a few items, mostly bottles, creams and sprays for the bathroom. Nils hadn’t a clue what most of them were for.
They left, donned the skis and moved on. As it became lighter, he pointed up the slope of a hillside. They ascended, then stopped. They looked back over the settlement of Longyearbyen.
“It’s bigger than you think,” she said.
“Yeah, I thought there’d be a few huts and that’d be it. But no, it’s a small town really.”
They heard engine noise off to the right in the distance, and there it was, the C-130J returning with the rest of its load and more troops. It was flying low with its gear down on finals for the runway.
They skiied back down towards the town and walked around. There was a pharmacy, a hotel, supermarket, library and a pub. Nils stopped outside the Svalbar Pub.
“This, we have to try,” he said grinning.
“I’ll go along with that,” smiled Marjan. They spent the day skiing further out of town and then around six called at the pub for a few drinks. The two Jagerkommandos went in too but didn’t drink.
Moscow.
The dark blue Mercedes S-class sped down the forested snow-covered road several miles north of the city close to the Moscow Canal. The car pulled off the road and stopped at a tall gate.
The guard looked inside at the occupants and inspected their passes. “Welcome.”
The gate opened and the car drew up to a Dacha, a large house behind birch trees. A striking woman in her fifties and a man of similar age in a military uniform got out and walked to the door, then another guard let them in.
They were taken to a comfortable room with a desk, couch, chairs and a large flat TV.
“Hello.”
The man sat watching the TV didn’t get up, but muted the sound. “Sit where you want.”
Viktoria Shaykhlislamova, head of the SVR, and General Vladimir Yegorov, Chief of Russian Defence staff, sat on the couch. The man on the chair was Denisov, a senior member of the inner state cadre. Second in command of the government, some said the power behind the throne.
“Well, make your report.”
The woman spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel. “The Mossad tried to trick us. I’ll admit, the bastards did so for a short while, but not for long. They led us to Berlin, a false lead. We’ll get them back by setting them a puzzle in Syria; they won’t like it.”
“So, where is he?” asked Denisov.
“He’s in Svalbard, he’s being watched over by the Norwegian forces. The Americans and the Europeans are still squabbling over him.”
“Svalbard,” said Denisov, “an Arctic waste of a place. I visited it back when I worked for you lot. Do you want tea?” He pressed a switch on his wristwatch, and a man appeared at the door.
“Sir?”
“Bring tea and some biscuits.”
The man nodded and left.
“Mossad,” Denisov spat it out. “Once, if I’d visited Israel, they’d have taken me to some cellar and tortured me. Now they’d play the national anthem as I left the aircraft.” He shook his head. “I know our people still want to get their hands on him. I had some radar nutcase and an akademisyen, both from Yekaterinburg, in here yesterday. Neither spoke Russian; it was maths or fuck all. They were quizzing me on this quantum shit. They want this Dane badly. Any ideas, Shaykhlislamova?”
She spoke carefully. “We could get people in there, but getting him out, that’s very tough. I couldn’t promise we could do it.” Viktoria looked to the General.
General Yegorov cleared his throat. “He’s protected by a couple of platoons of Jagerkommando, and that’s not good. We could do it two ways: one is a team of Spetsnaz inserted quietly, the other isn’t. It involves….”
Denisov broke him off. “Which is more likely to succeed?”
“The second one, sir, but…”
“Never mind, General Yegorov, just get it done. NATO’s not having him. I want that Danish egghead here or killed in the attempt.”
Svalbard.
“Look what I got.”
Nils looked up from the computer screen. Marjan was stood in jeans and a camouflage tee-shirt with a white H&K 416 assault rifle cradled from her right upper arm across her chest.
“I got it from the Jagerkommando.”
“You don’t say. How?”
“I sweet-talked one of them. I told him of my background in the IDF, he gave me this and a case of mags.” She grinned and ran her hands over the weapon, caressing it. “They had some spare 416s. Does it suit me?”
“You look like Lara Croft.”
She looked at him, chin up, with a cheeky smile.
“I think I’d need better boobs for that role, Nils.”
He turned back to the computer. He knew whatever he said would be picked apart.
Marjan came into the room again later.
“Are you ready to go down to the Svalbar pub?”
“Yeah, ok.” Nils started to get his warm weather gear on along with his coat.
Matjan stood by the door with the H&K 416 slung over her shoulder.
“What’s that for?”
“The Jegerkommando said that it’s mine, and that I should keep it with me at all times. That was true in the IDF too. Come on.”
The two of then donned their skis outside while two Jegerkommando looked on. One raised a hand. They’d follow behind.
Nils and Marjan pushed off towards the town.
Several minutes later, Marjan took her skis off and opened the pub door. They stepped inside followed by the Norwegian troops.
At the bar, the server looked up at them.
“Hi.” She looked at the 416 slung over Marjan’s shoulder and frowned slightly.
“It’s the men,” said Marjan. “They can be pushy you know. A girl needs protection.”
They took two beers and sat at a table striking up a conversation with some Norwegians visiting Svalbard. The night wore on.
* * *
Over a thousand miles away, near Zelenoborsk, west of the Urals, several platoons of men dressed in Arctic whites listened to their briefing as they prepared their weapons.
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RNoAF control. Soreissa near Bardufoss. Northern Norway.
“Contact, contact, multiple bogeys, bearing 86 degrees, range 1,150km. Heading 306 degrees, speed 390 knots. Heading is Svalbard, repeat multiple bogeys heading for Svalbard. Return indicates Mil traffic, Russia based.”
The duty Wing Commander looked at the map and estimated their progress. He called his opposite number at Bardufoss.
“Yes, I’ve seen it too. I’ll get the QRA up.”
The RNoAF Bardufoss duty Commander activated the base announcement speakers. Echoing around the base came the alert: “Scramble QRA, repeat scramble QRA. Bogeys inbound heading for Svalbard.”
Heavy concrete doors started to slide back from the two hardened aircraft shelters. Ground crews made a few last checks on the two F16s. Two crew climbed in the aircraft and started; under two minutes later they lifted from the runway, wheels up, and turned north.
Lieutenant Hakon ‘Skull breaker’ Solbakken was lead, and Cristian ‘Fiddler’ Musial was his wingman.
“Hare flight, your intercept course is eight degrees.”
“Copy, Soreissa.”
The transit north over the Barents Sea was a four fifths cloud over the grey waves below.
“Hare one, read my vector, Soreissa. I’m going to come in visual from behind.”
“Copy, Hare one. Your vector is ten degrees, range 12 kilometres.” Two minutes later the controller’s female voice came on again.“Hare flight, come to vector 281 degrees, target is three kilometres to your port.”
“Copy.” Skull breaker pulled the stick left and lined up the HUD on the bearing. His wingman did the same. Looking ahead, he squinted: there. The aircraft gained on them.
“Soreissa control, I have a visual, two SU30 escorting an Il-76. I suspect 76 is carrying troops.”
Two formidable Russian fighters, Sukhoi SU30s, which were among the best in the world, escorted an Ilyushin Il-76 four engine transport aircraft.
They seemed unaware of his presence; he’d let them know they had company by switching on his radar.
“Fiddler, keep to one point five km separation, I’m going to turn the torch on.”
“Copy Skull.”
He turned on his radar, illuminating the three aircraft. It took 20 seconds for the radar to warm up and the two Russian fighters to register it. They both pulled hard to the left, leaving the 76. At that moment, gunfire tracers streaked across the sky in front of him from right to left.
“What the…? Fiddler, break right.”
They’d turn into the oncoming aircraft. Skull knew it would be behind them as they completed the turn. He’d keep hard G on to come back into the opposition. He saw more rounds whizz by his wingman, just a few meters from his aircraft.
“Damn it.” Lieutenant Hakon knew they must have a four-ship escorting the Il-76, that’s what comes from a radar off approach. It’s stealthy, but you’re blind. He pulled up to bleed off some speed and saw that Fiddler now had an SU30 pulling in behind.
“Fiddler, break left, bogey on your six.”
As his wingman turned, Skull saw a missile leave a hardpoint on the SU30. “Vampire on your six, vampire.”
Fiddler pulled to his left and within seconds saw one of the original SU30s in front and to the left. Fiddler pickled the stick and an AIM9X Sidewinder shot off after the Russian fighter.
Skull breaker, now inverted, saw the Russian short range Vymple R-73 missile strike his wingman in the tailpipe. The F16 broke up and tumbled head over heels. As he turned, he saw an SU30 flaming down towards the sea. “Good shot, Fiddler.”
“Shit.” He’d nearly missed it.
Skull rolled right way up and pulled right; an SU30 came into his death cone and he released a Sidewinder 9X. It sped off after its prey. He pulled hard right and out of the corner of his eye saw the SU30 explode.
“Skull breaker fox two.” He felt himself grey out with the G, but fought it with tensing moves by his body.
Soon he saw one of the SU30s that had pounced on them, and as soon as he could he pickled the stick and an AIM 9X rushed off after the Sukhoi. “Skull breaker fox two.”
He rolled inverted and pulled back on the stick. He looked up and saw it. “Yes.” He fired another AIM9X at the SU30. “Skull breaker fox two.” Where the hell was the other one?
He pulled left and looked about: nothing. He felt a rushing but brief hot sensation, and saw flames inside the canopy as the Vymple R-73 smashed into his Pratt and Whitney PW220E engine. His F16 fell burning from the sky.
Neither of the RNoAF pilots had ejected, but then neither had three Russian SU30 pilots.
It was done. A quiet sky and grey sea returned to its cold Arctic peace. Just storm petrels and the odd albatross roamed the unforgiving northern skies.
* * *
The Ilyushin transport, now with just one fighter in escort, flew on towards Svalbard.
Men dressed in white cold weather combat gear sat in the cargo hold of the Il-76, cleaned their AK 12s and filled the magazines. They joked about how the only difference between Norwegian women and a walrus was makeup.
The 83rd VDV Air Assault Brigade of the Russian Airborne were no tourists.
Svalbard.
The early morning snow was clearing and the half platoon, around ten men of the Jegerkommando, skiied down the hill towards Longyearbyen. Major Tandberg brought up the rear. They were still high but descending towards the town when he looked up and pulled to a stop.
“Troop, pull up.” They turned on their skis and came to a stop. Tandberg looked up and listened. He heard a distant jet aircraft; it grew louder. Odd, he frowned, there was no traffic due, and he could tell it was a large aircraft. Then he saw them. Descending through the still snowy sky were paratroopers, and hanging ten feet or so below them were large Bergens. This was unexpected; he hadn’t been told of any exercise being due. As they came down and approached for landing, he noticed their uniforms weren’t Norwegian.
“Over by the ridge to the left, take cover.” Something wasn’t right.
His men skiied over and got down behind the ridge. They landed and started to put on their Bergens and took out their assault rifles. He heard voices, and the paratrooper commander shouted out instructions to his men in Russian.
He didn’t like it but knew he’d no option but to make contact. He knew some Russian; they’d taken lessons. He raised his head and shoulders above the ridgeline.
“Ya Mayor Tandberg Jegerkommando, kto ty?” Who are you?
There was the sound of gunfire as bullets hit the ridge. Tandberg took cover and his men returned fire.
“Over to the right, keep down. Get on the radio and report in.”
Gunfire had turned into a full firefight. He heard one of the Russians scream, another shouted. Fire poured into the ridge. As they moved to the right, he heard a cry from one of his men.
“Medic, medic.” A soldier ran over and attended to the man.
They moved further to the right in the direction of their cabin, and the house where their two charges were. The Russians could only be here for the pair of them, or maybe just the Danish scientist. More paratroopers landed to their left and opened fire on them. He heard more gunfire in the distance, from near the runway. He called over the radio operator.
“Call Lieutenant Ellasson, get him to reinforce the runway.”
“Sir.”
He knew there was no realistic option but to pull back and take up a defensive position; the Russians outnumbered them.
Tandberg pulled his men back towards the cabin refuge. His men pulled back by section and laid down covering fire. The Russians sensed that the Norwegians were withdrawing and pressed home the attack.
“Let them come forward,” ordered Tandberg.
“Now, grenades and covering fire.”
His troops launched underslung grenades from their rifles. Two heavy machine guns spit intense fire at the oncoming VDV airborne invaders. They halted the attack under the intense fire. Men screamed as grenades blew limbs off and shredded bodies. He knew there was a natural defensive ridge above the building they’d need to protect. Men were pulled back to take up the position.
“Satellite radio. Sergeant, patch me through to Soreissa control.”
After two minutes, the Sergeant established contact.
“Svalbard command actual, come in Soreissa.”
“Soreissa control here.”
“Major Tandberg, a large Russian airborne force parachuted in. We are greatly outnumbered, over.”
“Copy Tandberg. Reported your situation to Brigade Nord command Bardufoss and Jorstadmoen. Hold your position, over.”
“Copy Soreissa.”
He knew it would be many hours until they could be reinforced, so they’d just do their best. The Jegerkommando took up defensive positions behind the ridge. The VDV came on and took heavy casualties from grenades, heavy machine guns and sniper fire.
* * *
Marjan looked out of the house window, then took up her H&K 416 and all the spare rounds she could. She donned her white combat clothing and headed for the door.
“Let the Norwegian army defend us, stay back,” said Nils, his concern obvious.
“No chance. I’m here to protect you and that’s what I’ll do. I’m first and foremost IDF. We don’t hide from the enemy; we take the fight to him.” Marjan left and made her way up through the blowing snow to the ridge.
She saw Major Tandberg.
“Sir, where do you want me?”
Rounds flew by overhead; the Russians were laying down heavy fire. One of his men was hit in the neck, he slumped bleeding. She knew he was dying.
He looked at her and briefly considered sending her back but knew he needed all the help he could get.
“Get Nils Sondergaard and get the both of you down to the runway, report to Lieutenant Ellasson.”
“Sir.” She rushed back down the slope and into the house.
“Nils, get your heavy gear on and come with me.”
“Where?”
“We’re going to make our stand at the runway. Move, now.”
He knew there was no trying to talk her out of it. Nils put on his cold weather gear and left the house. He stopped outside and collected the skis.
“We don’t need those,” said Marjan.
“You never know, I’m taking them.”
They got down to the runway and reported in.
Lieutenant Ellasson saw that Nils had no weapon. “See the Corporal at the north end, he’ll get you a rifle.”
Nils started to object but knew it made sense. The Corporal provided him with a H&K 416 and ran through its operation with him.
Some ten minutes later, the men by the runway started taking fire from the north. The VDV had outflanked the house and the main force of Jegerkommando and come in from behind. The men at the runway put up defensive fire. Marjan returned their fire, Nils reluctantly joined in too.
The Norwegians took up positions behind two snow clearing vehicles. Russian fire poured into their position. The men returned fire, holding the attackers back. Nils aimed at the muzzle flashes, hoping some rounds hit home. Here I am, a soldier, what the hell am I doing?
The Norwegian soldier next to him fell back, and Nils turned and looked at him. There was a hole below his right eye and the snow seemingly sucked out blood from the red grey mush at the back of his head. Nils felt sickened and angered. He held up his rifle behind his cover and fired at the Russians who seemed to be advancing.
The VDV outnumbered them and pressed home the attack. Bullets flew in and struck the vehicles, rounds zipped as they struck, spinning off.
Marjan hit the side of the truck as she fell against it.
“Nils, come on withdraw, fall back.”
“I can get the bastards, they’re getting nearer.”
“Come on, get away, there’s a reason for that, we’re being overrun. They’re taking casualties but there’s too many of them. Come on, damn you.”
She pulled him away from the vehicle. He followed her to the rear and they dropped into a hollow as a grenade exploded 20 yards away.
“They’re going to come through here. The Jegerkommando are giving them hell, but there’s too few. We have to get away.” She saw him looking back towards the fight. “Now, Nils. We’re in deep shit.”
They ran back towards the town. She could make a stand there or melt off into the hills, probably the hills, she knew.
“Look Marjan.” He pointed at a small aircraft on the runway. “It’s a Piper PA-46, similar to the type I learned in.”
“So what?”
“You say we’re being overrun, yes?”
She nodded. “Nils, we have to get away; it’s not the time to go aircraft spotting.”
“Marjan, if it’s got fuel,” he swallowed, “I can fly us out of here.”
“What?”
He ran for the aircraft, she followed.
“Yes, it’s fully fuelled, get in.”
Marjan stopped. “Where to? How far can this thing fly?”
Nils grinned. “Over 1,000 miles, one way.” He looked down. “There’s Canadian Forces Base CFB Alert, Ellesmere Island. Canada. We might just make Thule, a USAF base in Northern Greenland. The Russian Air Force will be buzzing around the north of Norway. Come on, Marjan.”
She knew the situation was desperate, but that desperate? They loaded all they had: weapons and the skis still slung over Nils back.
The turbocharged T10 Lycoming burst into life. Nils gunned the throttle and watched the engine temperature rise. He went through the checklist: 2,500 RPM, amps and volts check, fuel and oil pressures, mixture best power.
The Russians were at the far end of the runway and he knew it’d be best to gain altitude fast. He released the brakes and turned her around. Nils lined up on the centreline, opened the throttle to full and pulled away. No one was listening, but he looked at the aircraft ID code written on the control panel, LN-WVT, and hit the radio transmit.
“Lima November Whisky Victor Tango, departing to the west, rolling.”
As the speed built up, he felt the rudder authority build. Keep on the centre line, watch the airspeed climb. He let it pass ten knots over the 80 knot flying speed and eased back on the yoke. The aircraft climbed away, and he glanced down and saw the runway recede. Gear up, fuel on correct tank, flaps up.
The Russians hadn’t fired at them; maybe no one had told them to. Nils grinned, pulled back from full revs and turned left. Get some altitude, head west and worry about exactly where we’re going once we’re on the way. He forgot about the Russians; pilots don’t care about what’s behind them, and they were behind now.
“Marjan, you were an Officer in the IDF. Get a chart and give me a heading.”
She took out whatever charts were available from the rack to the rear and plotted a course. She compared this with the GPS on the largest scale and got a heading from their current position to the destination. The two matched within a few degrees.
“Ok, Nils, we’re going for CFB Alert. Heading 282 degrees.”
He pulled the heading to 282. “On 282.”
She set the ICOM radio to 8.33kHz, the open distress channel. After 100 miles she broadcast on the set.
“Lima November Whisky Victor Tango our position is…” She read off the current lat and long. “Our heading is CFB Alert, please broadcast on our details, over.”
Marjan repeated the transmission every 100 miles. At 300 miles from Svalbard, Nils saw the northeast coast of Greenland to their left on the GPS display.
Another 100 miles, she repeated the transmission.
“Lima November Whisky Victor Tango our position is…” she read off the current lat and long. “Our heading is CFB Alert, speed 90 knots, please broadcast on our details, over.”
“Copy Lima November Whisky Victor Tango. We are Gnorth, a ground call sign. We receive your message and will rebroadcast. Over.”
Marjan smiled. “Thank you Gnorth, ID please?”
“Lima November Whisky Victor Tango, we are a geographical survey location, we are from the French Arctic survey. Are you in distress? Over.”
“Negative Gnorth, pass on our location and destination please. We have onboard one Israeli citizen and one Danish citizen, Nils Sondergaard, over.”
“Will comply, over.”
She turned to Nils. “At least our position and course are known.”
Fifty minutes later, and still hundreds of miles from CFB Alert, the engine spluttered. It kicked into life again and then died. They heard only the wind noise now. Nils set up what he hoped was the best glide slope. The batteries were still fully charged.
“Lima November Whisky Victor Tango our position is…” She read off the current lat and long. “Engine failure, we are going down. Repeat.” She broadcast again, but with no reply. The cloud mercifully cleared and with a moon out they saw as best they could their location. An eerie white landscape stretched out flat in all directions.
“I’ll do my best, but expect a rough landing.”
Nils could tell they were descending, but their altitude was a problem. It was hard to gauge the altitude until late on.
“Here we are, brace yourself.”
The aircraft touched down and rebounded, then came down again and rebounded. It came down again and this time stayed down. The snow rushed by, then started to slow. Eventually, the Piper came to a stop with the nose in and its tail high.
“There’s the good news,” said Nils.
“What good news?”
“We survived.”
She shook her head. “Yeah, there is that.”
The two of them put on their warm hoods and snow goggles. They pushed open the port door and took out the rifles and skis. There was an emergency supplies kit, so she placed it in a pack. At the rear of the cabin, she removed a cylindrical object from its mount and placed it in the pack. She then strapped the pack to her back.
“What’s that thing?”
“It’s an EPURB, a location beacon.”
“What now?” asked Nils. “Wait by the aircraft?”
“No, we press on,” Marjan replied. She took out a handheld compass and pointed in the direction of CFB Alert.
“Let’s hope the French passed on our location.”
The two of them pushed off, with Marjan in the lead. She knew that their survival was now in the balance. Was their position, course and speed rebroadcast on? They’d live or die, depending on that.
Two figures in the white Arctic vast pressed on, their skis and ski poles pushed them slowly, rhythmically towards the west.
Their only thoughts were of survival.
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Moscow.
The Dacha lay off the road in snow covered forest land. Viktoria Shaykhlislamova, head of the SVR, and General Vladimir Yegorov sat on the couch in the Dacha. Denisov, a senior member of the inner state cadre, gave the pair of them a hard stare.
“You will have seen this communication picked up by the Spetssvyaz?”
“Yes, sir. I passed it on to your office,” said Shaykhlislamova.
“Yegorov?”
“Yes, sir.”
“How the fuck has this bastard got to some frozen shit hole off northern Greenland? Yegorov, you had the VDV on Svalbard. How did the beer-swilling, bacon-eating Danish idiot get there?”
“The local commander reported a small aircraft taking off. It must have been him.”
Denisov glared at him. “And they didn’t try to shoot it down?”
“Sir, they had no man portable air defence systems.”
“So, they’d no missiles.” Denisov slapped the coffee table. “They had fucking guns didn’t they?”
“Yes, sir,” said the General sheepishly.
Shaykhlislamova perked up. “He must be with the Mossad agent, we don’t have her name. They did crash according to the signal intercepts, and they did report their position to a French Arctic survey team. That was rebroadcast via satellite. So, we have a rough idea of where they are.”
“The Americans will no doubt have the same info as us,” scowled Denisov. “We must get him soon. It’s as cold up there as a reindeer’s asshole; they can’t last long. Yegorov, get whoever you need out there, mobilise whoever or whatever you need. Catch them and figure out a way to get them here.”
“Sir, we will.”
Canadian Forces Base. Goose Bay. Newfoundland and Labrador.
The big blue Toyota 4x4 pulled up at the main gate. Two soldiers in white combat gear got out and one of the two soldiers showed his pass to the gate. “Petty Officer Whitt, Navy SEALs. See that the truck driver is paid, he got us here El Rapido.”
“Will do, you’ll find ops over there to this side of the apron.”
The two SEALs were on an Arctic exercise with the Canadian forces when they’d been recalled. The message was, “Get here as soon as you can.”
They’d flagged down a passing truck and given the driver no option; he’d seen the two M4 carbines and told them to get in.
The two men walked over to base ops and entered.
“We’re here to see Colonel LaPaz. It’s Petty Officer Whitt and Operator Ford, USN.”
They were led into an office down the corridor. The Colonel stood and shook their hands.
“Petty Officer Whitt, Operator Ford, I’m LaPaz. I’ll get you fixed up with food and a coffee. You’ll be needing that after several days in the bush.”
“Sir.”
The two SEALs ate the food with a hungry passion.
The Air Force Colonel sat at their table. “Ok, let’s get down to business, Petty Officer Whitt,” said LaPaz.
“This came down from Admiral Kamov himself. You’re needed on an immediate rescue mission in the Arctic. North of Greenland on the icecap, a small aircraft has crashed with two aboard. We need to effect a rescue now.”
“Why us? There must be more appropriate units available.”
“Because these two are wanted by someone else, the Russian military, and they want them bad. There’s a man and a woman. They want the man most of all; he’s a Danish scientist that we can’t allow Ivan to get his hands on. The woman is a Mossad agent; she got him away from the Russians in Copenhagen. They fled to Norway and the Norwegians flew them to Svalbard. The Russian VDV landed and the two escaped by a light aircraft.”
“So, it won’t just be a rescue. The VDV will be after them too?”
The Colonel nodded.
“It’ll be us two against however many VDV they can get there?”
“That’s about it. I’m told that more SEALS will be on the way, but you’re the closest and the first.”
Whitt shook his head.
“Great, what’s the good news?”
LaPaz grinned. “We’re not sure exactly where they are.”
Whitt rolled his eyes.
“We’ll fly you to Thule AFB Northern Greenland; from there we’ll fly you to the prime spot then you and Operator Ford can jump in. See the Quartermaster, you can have whatever we’ve got.”
* * *
Thule AFB was mostly dark as the 737 approached. Lights around the base and along its taxiways lit up the snowy landscape. They touched down and taxied to the runway’s edge. A truck waited for them.
Inside, the two were provided with spare food and new, better radio sets. After a stopover, they were driven out to the de Havilland Twin Otter. It was a twin turboprop, high winged aircraft and would fly them to the drop zone.
The two SEALs pushed their gear on board and climbed in. The engines started, the aircraft taxied to the runway, then started the take-off roll and soon lifted off. It gained altitude, turned to the right then flew to the north east.
Over an hour later, the first officer, who doubled as loadmaster, left his seat and came into the main cabin. He raised his voice. “Ten miles to run, time to suit and chute. Altitude 2,500 feet.”
The two men put on their hoods, helmets and parachutes.
“We have an Epurb contact. It’s intermittent, so approximate. I’ll call your jump point; when you’re down then head east.”
Whitt nodded.
“Two miles to run, ready to go.”
The first officer opened the cabin door and the cold air blew a fearsome chill inside. A minute later came the call.
“Ready, ready.”
He slapped Whitt on his helmet and pointed to the door. One after the other, both men leapt from the aircraft.
Whitt counted down then pulled his release, and the chute deployed. It was dark and cold during the descent. He saw the ground by the faint moonlight, landed and rolled to a stop.
Within a minute of landing came a shout.
“Sir, sir.”
“Over here.”
Ford appeared through the dark mist, and they donned their skis. Whitt checked his compass and the two pushed off towards the east.
“Let’s split up and go wide, say 200 yards, and shout for them.” The two parted.
“Nils, Nils,” shouted Whitt. He heard Ford doing the same off to his left. About 20 minutes later he heard a woman’s voice. The shrill call carried better against background noise.
“Here, here,” she said. Out of the dark mist, he saw two figures, a man and a woman.
“Nils and Marjan?”
“Yes. It’s us, we’re here. Thank God to see you,” she said.
“Platoon Chief Whitt, Navy SEALs. Operator Ford will be here soon. We’ll contact our ops, they’ll get us out.” Ford appeared soon after. “Hi, we’re here for you. I’ve got some dry fruit energy bars. Here, take some.”
Ford also took out one of the new radio sets from Thule. He set it up to transmit.
“Northern star, northern star. This is Thor’s hammer, Thor’s hammer. We have the subjects. Over. Northern star, northern star. This is Thor’s hammer, Thor’s hammer. We have the subjects. Over.”
There was no reply.
“We’ll head west, Ford.” The four of them skiied off and Ford tried again 20 minutes later, but no reply. On the fourth attempt, the set crackled into life.
“Thor’s hammer, this is Northern star. Over.”
“Copy Northern star. Over.”
“We are detecting a flight towards your location. Suspect hostiles, over.”
“Copy Northern star. Request flight’s origin over.”
“Thor’s hammer. Flight is from Russia, northern region, expected in your area in 50 minutes. We have friendlies heading your way: ETA, two hours thirty.”
“Copy Northern star. Over.”
Whitt looked at Ford and shrugged.
Marjan skiied over. “What’s wrong?”
“Russians on the way. Probably VDV. Friendlies arriving too, but one and a half hours later. We’ll just have to keep going.”
Whitt knew this was a real pain in the butt. They’d have to avoid the Russians for one and a half to two hours. He knew they’d arrive in much greater numbers too. If they were detected, then it would be near certain that they’d be captured.
Off the west coast of Iceland. USS Stonewall Jackson.
The boat made way through a grey choppy sea in the darkness. She was at periscope depth with her photonic mast raised above the waves.
In the control room, Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, the boat’s Communications Officer, handed Nathan a communications slip.
PRIORITY RED
R 231347Z MAR 96 ZY12
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6722/COMSUBPAC ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
COMMUNICATIONS BROADCAST FOR YOU AND LIEUTENANT COMMANDER KAMINSKI. VIEW IN PRIVATE.
MSG END://

Nathan looked to his XO and beckoned to her with his forefinger, nodding aft.
“Nikki, come on into my cabin.”
She followed him into his cabin aft of the control room.
“Nathan, is this wise?” she smiled cheekily. “The crew will talk.”
He ignored her remark. “We have a comms broadcast for the both of us.” He switched on his workstation and selected the link.
The USN logo faded and an image of Admiral Kamov, the CNO, appeared.
“Blake, Kaminski. A Danish scientist, Nils Sondergaard, and a Mossad officer, Marjan Ghazaryan, are alone on the icecap; their expected position is indicated at the end of this broadcast. NATO needs to rescue them as the Russians are after the Dane too. This is a Black Op, code 14 — 3.”
“Sir, what is it? Why is it a code 14-3?” asked Nikki.
Kamov leaned forward, his expression grim.
“Sondergaard has information that we can’t afford the Russians to obtain. Whoever exploits the discovery he’s made will be at a significant advantage. He’s had an idea. It’s not just any idea, it’s occurred in the mind of Nils Sondergaard, Engineer, and only he in truth knows what it is.
“The Russians can’t be allowed to obtain it. Nathan, in extreme circumstances, if the Russians are going to capture Sondergaard, you are authorised to terminate him. A flight of enemy troops is expected to arrive in their area soon. SEALs are flying into a drop zone there too, but they’ll arrive two hours later. You are ordered to Reykjavik to pick up more SEALs. That will complete SEAL Force North. You will then proceed to the area. Land our reinforcements and extract the two civilians. The Russians are mobilizing and putting everything into this. Be ready for anything.”
Admiral Kamov paused. “Blake, take the USS Stonewall Jackson and get our man. Get Nils Sondergaard’s ass out of there. Communication ends.”
* * *
At Reykjansbaer pier, close to Reykjavik airport, six men and their equipment boarded the USS Stonewall Jackson. They were allocated bunks and their leader stopped a passing crewman.
“I need to see the Captain.”
“Just a moment, sir.”
The crewman walked off and entered the control room. “Sir, the grunts want to see you.”
“I’ll be there. XO, take the boat to sea, submerge and head north.”
“Yes, sir,” replied Nikki.
A few minutes later, Nathan entered the SEAL’s bunk room. A man in his early 30s turned to him.
“Sir, I’m Lieutenant Rice, SEAL team 4, this is Platoon Chief Konerko.”
Rice had a mixed-race Middle Eastern look and Konerko was of European descent. Both wore cropped Marine Corps style hair and looked like a pair of no-nonsense hard men.
“Commander Nathan Blake, welcome aboard the USS Stonewall Jackson. We’ll have you in theatre as soon as we can. The Galley is aft, wander around freely, but if a crewman asks you to do something, take notice and do it. If you need something, see Chief of the Boat. The COB’s name is Seamus Cox. Most of the crew know him as Dick, but not a Dick. He eats men like you for breakfast.”
The SEAL commander nodded. “Will do, sir. We’re in your domain here.”
Nathan left and returned to the control room, where he watched Nikki pull away from the pier and off to the north. She submerged the boat but remained at periscope depth for now.
“Planesman, bearing 300 degrees, speed nine knots.” She was on a heading to avoid the Snaefellsjokull peninsular.
“XO, let’s take a good look at the chart of northern Greenland. We’ll probably need to find a Polynya.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll contact the National Ice Center for a FLAP analysis.”
This is a Fractures, Leads and Polynyas analysis. A zone of Fracture is a crack in the ice and a Lead is one large enough to accommodate a submarine. These are often home to a Polynya, a Russian word: it’s a small ice-free zone.
“Their expected position is 230 miles east of Ellesmere Island. It’s a 43-hour transit to there, sir.”
“I know. Both sets of troops will have been there searching for long hours when we arrive.” Nathan frowned. “We’ll just have to surface as close as we can to their position, let our men out upstairs, locate the civilians, get them to our position and submerge.”
Nikki grinned. “You make that sound easy, sir. I think Ivan will be pulling every dirty trick in the book to stop us.” Nikki put her hand on Nathan’s lower arm. “Nathan, Kamov gave you permission to ‘terminate’ the Dane.”
“Nils Sondergaard.”
“Yes, Sondergaard,” she said. “The Russian commander is likely to have been given a similar order. He’ll have been told it’s better to kill him than have us rescue him.”
“Yes, Nikki. I’d thought that myself. I’m afraid I don’t rate his chances of coming out of this alive very highly.”
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It was hard going skiing across the icecap. In places the snow was deep; in others, it was thinly covered. Marjan reasoned it was due to exposed areas and strengthening winds. Snow was driven off in blown powder tendrils.
They pushed on ever further west. She knew they’d never get to CFB Alert on their own, but they had to press on. It would give Nils hope, she figured, give him something to fight for. Push, swish, push, swish, on and on they headed over the icecap.
“Marjan, Marjan. Look,” said Nils excitedly. She turned to him, and he pointed upwards.
There, high in the sky, was a parachute flare. It fell, trailing smoke, with the canopy visible above.
“That was quick. There’s a distress flare in the pack we got from the aircraft. I saw it.”
Nils took his mitts off and rummaged about in the bag. He took it out, and by his light he saw that one end was orange day smoke, the other was a flare. He held up the flare and pulled. The flare shot up in the air, a flaming glow.
“I think it came from the north.” Marjan looked at the landscape, searching for the approaching rescuers.
It’s probably the Norwegians, she thought, but could be the Danish armed forces, they’re responsible for Greenland’s defence, or the Americans from Thule airbase. They couldn’t be far away now, she reasoned.
Whitt and Ford skiied to their position from their forward recon position.
“Who sent the flare up?”
“I did,” said Nils. “So they could find us.”
“You idiot. Who are they? They could be anybody.”
Whitt took out a pair of binoculars and scanned the direction he reasoned they’d be in.
Marjan stared too, looking into the dark ice field. There, finally, she saw them. She had a torch and took it from her zipped chest pocket but didn’t switch it on. There were four, six, no eight men. Skiing to their left.
“There they are. Shit, take cover.” Whitt had spotted them too.
“Shit. Nils, come on.” She dragged him over to where she knew there’d be deep snow. “Gouge out a snow hole now, quick.”
“What?”
“Just do it, Nils.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the SEALs doing the same. They scraped out a shallow snow hole and dived in, and Marjan dragged the loose snow over the pair of them. They were laid together only just covered by snow. She could hear the men’s voices now, maybe 50 yards away.
“Marjan, what’s going on? They’re here to rescue us.”
Her voice was a whisper. “Shut up. They’re Russian Paratroopers. They’re all carrying AK12s.”
“What’s that?”
“New Russian assault rifles. It can’t be anybody else. Now shut up and hope they miss us.”
Marjan heard them pass by some 30 yards away. They were speaking Russian, but the voices faded as they moved further on.
“Nils, I looked out and I think there were ten of them. They were heading north of our track. I think we should press on.” They got up and all four pressed on the way they were heading. Marjan was especially careful; she didn’t really settle as they were still out there.
Whitt turned to them. “Why did you fire the flare, dumb ass? You should have waited until we got there.”
* * *
Lieutenant Suvorov of the 83rd VDV Air Assault Brigade knew it would be difficult out here on the icecap. They’d so little to go on. He got the impression that they’d been sent so some officer could say, “Yes, we’re doing something.” They were doing an ass-covering exercise.
“Sir, listen,” said Sergeant Komarov.
He stopped and listened, but there was nothing. Then he heard it, the faint sound of aircraft engines. It wasn’t a jet, and was low. A minute or so later, he saw it. He recognised the four engines, the rear fuselage angled up and large vertical tail. It was an C-130 Hercules transport. It started to turn to the right; it must be looking to drop troops.
“Sergeant, get a man here with a Willow.”
“Sir.”
A soldier turned up with a Manpads, a man portable air defence system, the Willow or in NATO speak SA-25. It had three seekers: ultraviolet, near infrared and infrared.
“Soldier, you have release authority. Shoot it down.”
He switched it on, and the battery warmed the unit up. He set it over his shoulder and took aim. Through the sight, he saw a sensor flashing; he was in range for a hit.
The man pulled the trigger; the missile blew out of the tube and about six yards away the rocket motor lit. The missile sped off towards the C-130 and exploded in the port inboard engine.
The engine was blown off and the fuel in the wing tanks ignited. The aircraft’s left wing broke away and the Hercules tumbled flaming to the ground. It exploded on contact. The orange glow was visible over the snow-strewn landscape.
Lieutenant Suvorov skiied over to the Sergeant. “Sergeant, take two men and finish off any survivors.”
The Sergeant took two men with him and over the next two minutes, several gunshots were heard.
The VDV Sergeant returned.
“There were six of them still alive, sir. They’d all have gone before long; we just speeded nature up. Their main rifle was the M4 carbine. I went through their pockets. Americans, all SEALs.”
“We’ll be better off without them. Whoever fired the flare will still be around,” said Lieutenant Suvorov. “We need to find them.”
Maybe this ass-covering exercise would be useful after all.
* * *
Platoon Chief Whitt heard the aircraft and then saw the bright missile impact flash and the burning aircraft plummet in. He could see the burning wreck hundreds of yards away. Dammit. He knew it carried their reinforcements, and the damn Russians had took it out with a Manpads.
“What’s that?” asked Nils.
“Our lifeline,” said Marjan.
A few minutes later, Whitt heard several single gunshots. “Bastards.”
He saw Sondergaard looking at him quizzically.
“You want to know what that firing is, do you?”
“Yes, what do they have to shoot at?”
Whitt grunted. “The survivors. They’re not leaving any loose ends. That’s your Soviets, sorry, Russians for you.”
He looked at the woman, the Mossad officer. She’d be useful, resourceful, and had an H&K416 over her shoulder. That meant there’d be two and a half of them. The Danish scientist was just baggage. But valuable baggage; they were here to get him out.
“Head south. We’ll get some distance between us and the Russians.”
The four of them skiied to the south and put some distance between them and the enemy.
The next day and more were spent getting south, away from the Russians. Marjan found a place with deep snow and suggested digging a deeper snow hole. They dug it out and climbed in, sleeping in bivvy bags. Food supplies were low, so they consumed them sparingly.
Whitt and Ford tried the radio sets, but there was no contact. In theory, the range was nothing like far enough to reach any allies, but the US was known to operate drones that could relay the signals.
The sets were AN/PRC-114 trimode-bleed offsets, primarily for ground forces communications. The set did have the ability to contact a military satellite by an encrypted signal. Whitt knew that the signals could have been picked up by satellite; Ford knew this too. The Russians were sophisticated in this area and their capabilities largely unknown.
After the second attempt, the two SEALs made eye contact. “I know, Ford. Let’s hope it’s picked up by one of ours.”
Under the icecap off Northern Greenland. USS Stonewall Jackson.
“How’s it sound out there, Benson?”
The Virginia Visionary shrugged. “Same old under the ice thing. It’s closed in its own world, sir. No surface sounds, everything feels short range, like being locked up in a dark wardrobe. The returns are odd, they have an echo about them.”
“Keep on the lookout.”
Nathan looked over at Nikki and smiled. “So, XO you’ve got the FLAP analysis, where is this ice run the satellite picked up?”
She took him over to the chart station and brought up the area at a large scale. “About here, sir. It’s south of where they transmitted from. We can put the SEALs out upstairs; it’s up to them to find the subjects. I can’t see them being in good shape; they’ve been out on the ice for a while and supplies will be minimal.”
Nathan stared at the chart. Some of the features were fixed and reliable, but the whole place was constantly changing. The Arctic icecap was both a wonderland and a death maze for a submariner.
“Nikki, I wish we had a bit more certainty.”
He knew it was a forlorn wish; what General hadn’t wished for more troops or intelligence before a battle. “XO, the ocean is our home and battlefield. Above is the sky and that’s mostly the bad guy’s territory. Now, up here, we have a roof over the damn ocean. It’s not just a common or garden roof, all flat and predictable. It’s full of downwards projecting peaks and valleys. What a goddamn complication; what a wonderful place to hide. Nikki, we’re under the ultimate 3D maze.”
Nathan knew there’d be downward projecting peaks to avoid and valleys to hide in. It was like being in a fighter aircraft over mountainous terrain; it’s just that you’re inverted. The problem was an enemy submarine would have the same problems and advantages. Lots of places to play hide and sneak.
“Ok, XO, we’re below any peaks now. Head towards the ice lead and let’s get our boys up and out there on the ice.”
“Rather them than me, sir.” Nikki smiled, Nathan nodded.
The boat sailed quietly under the icecap towards the break in the ice.
“Sir,” said Benson, “I have a subsurface contact. Odd, it’s faint and echoing, coming and going. I thought it was whales humping but it’s the wrong place or season. They give birth down south. I’ve been listening for a while, but I’ve confirmed it now.”
“So, you get to listen to whale porn at sonar school?” Nathan grinned. “It’d be hard to have a floating surface contact up here, Benson. Go on, what is it?”
“I think we have a Yasen class SSN. Even the computer agrees. It has it down as the Krasnoyarsk, but it’s just showing off. I think it’s guessing.”
“The computer guesses, does it?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve met the programming team. They’re mostly young women and like to show off how clever they are. How they’re better than men. This section’s reports show that it’s Stella’s work. She’s hot, but has terrible taste in men.”
“Do I sense a resentment there, Petty Officer Benson? Did Miss Stella turn you down? What do you think, XO?”
“I think you got it, sir. The computer wouldn’t date him.”
“Ok, Benson,” Nathan frowned. “So Stella thinks it’s a Yasen and you agree. Any details?”
“Not close, sir. Three to five miles to the north. It’s hard to pin down under this thing.” Benson looked up as though he could see the icecap above.
“Keep a good ear out, try to gauge her direction.”
“Weaps, Nikki, the wardroom. Now.”
* * *
The three sat around the table in the boat’s wardroom. Nikki and the Weapons Officer had their tablets on the tabletop.
He looked at his crew. “Ok, Yasen class. I’ve not been up against one so far. I’ve been on a refresher course and they were discussed there. Let’s hear what you know, Weaps?”
Weaps opened a file on his tablet. “Sir, it came from Project 885 Yasen (Ash tree) it will replace the Akula and Oscar class boats. It’s the first Russian submarine to be equipped with a spherical sonar, designated as MGK-600 Irtysh-Amfora. It also has a new nuclear reactor that we don’t know too much about.
“The sonar system consists of a spherical bow array, flank arrays and a towed array. Due to the large size of this spherical array, the torpedo tubes are slanted. In other words, the torpedo tube outer doors are not located in the immediate bow as in the previous Akula classbut moved aft. The armament is 8 tubes for the damn Type 53 Fizik wire guided torpedo. The type is wire guided and passive wake homing, as we’ve seen. There are 8 vertical silos for Oniks or Kaliber-PL anti-ship, anti-submarine and land attack missile with a range of 400 miles. The boat has a never exceed depth of 1,800 feet, similar to our 2,000 feet. It’s expected the Yasen will have a normal max depth of 1,400 feet. It’s not as quiet as a Virginia boat, but it’s quiet. We definitely have an edge there.
“Sir, looking at the data and weapons fit, the Yasen is more a cruise missile carrier — a successor to the Oscar class — than the anti SSN Akula class. But clearly, it’s intended to operate in both roles. Ash is an old English word for spear and the Yasen (Ash tree) is the Motherland’s new spear.”
“Yeah, it’s likely to be a handful. XO?”
Nikki swiped her tablet’s face, flicking back to a previous screen, and looked up.
“We have depth and stealth advantages, maybe not much else. Oh, there are the Pointers of course.” She looked to Weaps. “Do we know how good the new sonar is?”
Weaps shook his head. “Not really. There’s no hard data, sir. Looking through the sub sections of the tablet, we have a lot of info about its processing techniques and hardware build, its chips and it even lists some algorithms. That must have been obtained by humint.”
“Spies, you mean,” said Nathan.
“Yes, sir. But that’s as much use as a hockey stick in the World Series. I need to know range, gain, frequency sensitivity. What type of chip it processes the input on is of no use to me.”
Nathan sat up. “Right then. We show this Yasen class, the Krasnoyarsk, due respect and watch it like a hawk for any weaknesses or strengths. I’ll have a word with the Virginia Visionary. Meeting over.”
Nathan decided it was time to do his boats rounds, so he left the wardroom and headed aft. He’d start in engineering.
He knew the drill by now; it was like stroking a cat. Let it know it’s appreciated. The different sections, engineering, medical, the galley, needed slightly different approaches. But it was all the same really, get ’em purring, blow smoke up their ass. It was a part of the commander’s job; do it right and they’ll go that bit extra for you.
He returned to the control room and sat at his console typing in a message to command. Nathan crossed over to the Communication Officer’s station.
“Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, I sent you a comms file. Hold it until we can communicate. We can’t put a buoy up under this lot.” He thumbed upwards.
Russian Navy. Yasen class, K-571 Krasnoyarsk.
“Sir, I have a possible contact.”
Captain Volodin looked over to his Sonar Operator; she was good, he admitted. Even though she was a southerner, he knew Chief Petty Officer Natalia Korobkina was from Rostov-on-Don. Her blonde hair had seen too much sunshine, he thought. He’d spent his early career near his home in Vladivostok and Petropavlovsk with the Pacific Fleet.
Volodin liked to operate as if it was dark when under the ice. Faint red lights lit the whole of the Krasnoyarsk, apart from engineering and the galley, they were exempt. The skipper on his first boat had done that, it kept the crew aware of just where they were. You couldn’t just surface, you were down here until you found a way out.
“What’s your gut tell you, Korobkina?”
“It’s quiet, very quiet, sir, but I’ve heard sounds echo from the ice cover. I think it may be a boat. A few kilometres to the south.”
“Planesman, steer due south west. Listen to him, Natalia.”
“Sir.” The minutes went by slowly quietly. “More echo, sir. I think he’s closer,” she said.
“Keep listening, we’ll stay on this track.”
USS Stonewall Jackson.
“Sir, we have movement from our friend,” said Benson. “He’s drawing closer towards us. It’s hard to give you the exact distance, but I’d guess he’s about two miles away and closing.”
“Thanks. Weaps, designate contact Tango one. Slowly flood tube two and keep a firing solution updated. I want to be able to punch him with a Mk48 CBASS, if I have to.”
The Mk48 Mod 7 Common Broadband Advanced Sonar System (CBASS) wire guided torpedo is optimized for both the deep and littoral waters and has advanced counter-countermeasure capabilities. The Mk48 ADCAP Mod 7 (CBASS) variant increases sonar bandwidth, enabling it to transmit and receive pings over a wider frequency band, taking advantage of broadband signal processing techniques, improving search, acquisition, and attack effectiveness. Enemy countermeasures are constantly improving. The CBASS is much more resistant to enemy countermeasures.
“How far to the ice lead?”
There was a silence. “Go on, Lieutenant,” said Nikki.
The new Navigation Officer was so used to her answering the Captain that he waited for her to answer for him. He knew the XO had sat in his chair before him, so she felt natural keeping a good eye on his station. She’d had a chat with him when he’d joined the boat. She was ok, but you’d no room for error and couldn’t duck a question.
“Sir, we’re nine point six miles from the expected location. Bearing two eight nine degrees.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant Koss. Benson, status on Tango one?”
“He’s still coming this way, but slowly. Sir, would you like some cover?”
“Go on, Mr Benson.”
Benson turned to Nathan and smiled. “Just ahead is a canyon. Well, an upside-down canyon, that we might use for cover. I think the valley floor will be 80 feet depth.”
“Ok, good idea. Slow to four knots. Give me the mark, Benson.”
The boat pushed through the darkness deep under the Arctic icecap.
“Now, sir, we’re under it.”
“All stop. Trim for ascent, bleed air into fore and aft buoyancy chambers slowly. Make your depth 90 feet.” He pulled the intercom down from its rack. “This is the Captain. We have a Russian boat out there. We are now at ultra-quiet state. Captain out.”
The USS Stonewall Jackson raised upwards into her dark upside-down canyon. She’d wait here for her opponent.
Benson listened and became one with his dark undersea world. He signalled to Nathan and held up one finger: one mile away.
Seconds passed. He held up one finger and then closed it. One half of one mile. Nathan felt the tension in the room, others had seen Benson’s signals. It felt as though they were being noisy just breathing. Nathan typed something onto his Conn monitor and beckoned Nikki over to read it.
“Let’s let him pass us by. Our mission is to get the SEALs on the surface. We need to do that and stay quiet while we’re doing it. After that, who knows…?”
She read it and nodded. The control room waited as the Yasen class boat passed them by somewhere below.
The Navigation Officer looked up and caught Nathan’s eye. Lieutenant Koss stared at him then looked away. Nathan could tell he was petrified; the eyes often told you what the soul didn’t want you to know.
Benson caught his eye and gave a signal pointing down at the deck. The Yasen was directly below. Nathan mouthed, “How far?”
Benson held up three fingers.
My goodness, just three hundred feet below them.
* * *
Back aft, a compressed air feed pipe felt itself under pressure stress. It had been removed for access to a ballast water manifold too many times. The pipe fed buoyancy tank two with air to force out water, creating buoyancy, raising the aft end of the boat. Fatigue had taken its toll, too many times it had been pulled away to make room for access. Each time the stress wasn’t too high, but when repeated over and over again, it was too much.
Young’s modulus was exceeded, molecular bonds were gradually torn apart. The pipe fractured. 1,000psi air forced its way out into the boat’s spaces, creating a high pitched loud hissing sound. Rushing air poured from the pipe, filling the space with a roaring hiss.
A Senior Engineer knew what it was right away. A compressed air feed to tank two. What a bastard, silent ops too. He knew that there must be a hostile out there. And here we are pissing air and pissing it very fucking loudly.
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The Senior Engineer cursed again their bad luck: a blowing air-line on silent ops, Blake would be furious.
“Back aft. Buoyancy vessel two, isolate and by-pass.”
The A ganger nearest to the site closed the valve, stopping the hissing roar and opened two by-pass valves.
“Done. Air rerouted to B two. Pressure good. Skipper won’t be happy; we’re at silent running. Bastard.”
In the control room Nathan and Nikki looked up, they could hear the escaping air from back aft. As Nathan reached for the communication point and selected engineering, it stopped. The boat was silent once more. The comms light flashed. Nathan activated it.
“Chief Engineer. Air feed to buoyancy two burst. We’ve by-passed. All’s well, sir.”
“Ok, Chief.”
He leaned over and whispered in Nikki’s ear. “The damn Russians will have heard that one. Shit.”
Nathan thought through his options: stay put and hope, or get out of there. Getting out and away would give the game away and his job was to deploy the SEALs.
Launch a Pointer and try to lure the Russians away? Possible but that was full of imponderables. He came to his decision; it wasn’t perfect, but what was? He looked around the room, held his finger over his lips and pointed to the deck. We stay here and stay quiet.
Russian Navy. Yasen class, K-571 Krasnoyarsk.
“Sir, Sonar. We had a transient, close, but it’s now ceased.”
Volodin turned to her. “Was it a definite contact?”
Chief Petty Officer Natalia Korobkina assessed quickly what she’d just heard. “I can’t say for certain, sir. There are biologics out there and with the icecap overhead the sound is confined, and you hear echoes. The best I can say is it could be. It’s a strong possibility, but not a certainty. Sorry, sir.”
Volodin patted her on the shoulder. “That’s ok, I like honesty. Pilot, all stop. Weapons Officer, flood tube one, get a Type 53 Fizik ready. Work with Korobkina to derive a firing solution on this Ghost or whatever it is.” Volodin knew that the contact could be a shoal of squid with a hard on, but they must be ready.
“Sir, tube one flooded, type 53 ready, outer doors closed. Submarine target designated podvodnaya tsel one, no data yet.”
That was it, knew Captain Volodin; the enemy would be a NATO boat, probably American, but could be British or French. Under the ice, all he could do was wait and listen in the control room’s pale red glow.
The Krasnoyarsk, 13,800 tons of the Motherland’s finest, lurked below the USS Stonewall Jackson.
* * *
The dark whiteout of the icecap spread out for as far as Platoon Chief Whitt could see. It was dark, but the moon behind the clouds bathed the scene in a pale wash. They’d been skiing for several hours now; he knew it was nearly time for a stop and a sleep.
“Marjan.” She pulled up and stood straight on her skis. He knew this young Israeli woman was taking to this Arctic wilderness. God only knows why, Whitt thought.
“Yes, sir.”
He ignored her remark. “We need to rest up for the night. Find us a spot to build a snow hole.”
“Ok, you got it.”
Within ten minutes she had a spot; it was a ridge with a hollow in the lee of the wind where lots of snow had piled up.
“Here, sir, this is good.”
“Ok, here it is.”
They set to work building the shelter.
Whitt took Ford to one side.
“I don’t like having Ivan out there hunting us.”
“Me neither.” Ford turned his back on the howling wind, as snow whipped by. “She said there were ten of them; they outnumber us.”
“There’ll be more than that. The VDV usually operates in two or three sections. About two platoons of men. They won’t fly whatever it was out here to drop a stick of ten paratroopers. They’ll be more of them.”
“Yeah, could be.”
Whitt pulled his hood down against the biting wind. “I think it’s time for a bit of quiet attrition; even the number up a bit.”
“Sounds ok with me,” said Ford. He could hear the smile behind the operator’s face mask.
“Give me your handset.”
Ford handed over his hand-held communications device.
“Marjan.”
She looked up from digging the snow hole.
“Here’s a comms device; it’s set to the channel we’ll be on. To talk, just press…”
“I know how to use it; we had similar in the IDF.”
Whitt raised his eyebrows. “You were in the IDF?”
“Yes, for two years, and then you go part time for longer.”
“Me and Ford are going out for a walk. We’ll need this to find you when we get back.”
“Nice night for a walk. Do you want me to come along?” She knew roughly what they were up to.
“No, you stay and look after Nils. Our call sign will be Rubber Duck. If you need to use a torch, be brief.”
“Ok, I’ll be Momma Duck. Good luck, sir.”
“Thanks.” Whitt took out his own comms device, accessed the GPS section and typed in Momma and saved it. That was all he needed, in theory, but he’d seen such things fail so he’d assume it wouldn’t work.
He turned and skiied over to Ford.
“I don’t know where they are, but I’ve a feeling from last contact they’re probably southeast of here.”
“Ok, good enough. Let’s go.” Whitt took a mental note of the bearing that they’d need to get back to their two charges afterwards.
The two of them skiied off into the dark whiteout, and soon they were alone pushing on through the blown snow.
“Ok, Ford,” said Whitt, pulling up, “we must be a couple of miles from those two back in camp. Let’s do it here.”
Ford took out a parachute flare from his backpack, pointed it upwards and pulled the firing cord. The flare rushed up high into the air and slowly descended, its burning light illuminated the canopy and trailed smoke.
“That should tempt Ivan. He’ll be coming for his prize. Keep an eye on the east north west arc and I’ll do the south side.”
Both men took out binoculars with thermal sensors. Their eyes were adjusted to the semi darkness, but the wind blew with a cold biting chill. The two SEALs scanned the horizon, to and fro across the icy landscape.
The dark sky loomed above like the black owl of death, poised above pale grey-white desolation. After 30 minutes, Ford spotted movement on the horizon. He watched for long seconds, wanting to be sure.
“Look, movement northwest, men skiing, about eight or ten coming this way.”
Whitt looked too. “That’s them. Let’s go east and get out of the way, find some shelter.”
They skiied off, and 300 yards later found an ice ridge. They took cover and watched. The Russians skiied south and were now level with them, taking loping strides with AK12s slung over their backs.
“Ok, Ford. This is it, forward.”
The two stood and skiied off to a position that would take them just behind the VDV troops. The Russians pulled up.
“Get down.” The two of them laid down and watched.
One of the Russians was looking through binoculars, searching for the Dane and his escort. They moved on to search further south, their skis pushed and swished left, right, left right.
Whitt and Ford got up and skiied off to a position to the rear of the Russians, then moved up towards the rearmost Russian troops.
Whitt got closer, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Ford doing the same. He could hear the Russian panting now and see his breath. This was it.
Whitt pushed on harder and then, right behind the Russian, he pulled out his Ontario Mk3 knife, pulled the man’s head backwards closed his thumb over his mouth and slit his throat. The man struggled for a few moments and then went down at the knees.
He left the man on the ice, blood spreading across the snow and looked to Ford; he’d dropped a man too. Whitt nodded forward to the skiing troops and set off after another. Then it was hear his panting, see his breath, roughly pull his head back and slit the throat, his man went down.
Ford stood over his victim, a few yards to Whitt’s left. The VDV troops skiied on, unaware. Whitt and Ford pushed off again, another two would go down tonight. The lead VDV man pulled up, raised his hand. The whole troop, now eight men, stopped.
Whitt dived for the ground and pulled his M4 from his back and held it at the ready. Ford did the same. The leader scanned the horizon, he could hear him speaking in Russian to a man. The leader turned to scan his rear left quarter.
Shit, thought Whitt. If he notices some of his men missing, then we could find ourselves in a firefight with eight of them. Whitt tried to pull as much snow over himself as possible, tried all he could to disappear into the icy ground. Ford had done the same.
The Russian leader scanned slowly in an arc from his left rear quarter to his right rear quarter. Surely, he must notice some men were missing. Whitt’s grip on the M4 tightened, and he started to plan who he’d take out first.
The Russian let his binoculars down and called to a man to his rear, and the man skiied up to him. They consulted an instrument. He held it aloft and did a 360 with it. What was it? A sound amplifier detector?
Come on, Whitt thought, move on.
The man returned to face forward and pushed off. Whitt breathed again, then looked over to Ford who mimicked wiping sweat from his brow. The Russians were moving on, thank goodness.
“I think we evened up the numbers a bit; let’s see what we can borrow from them.”
The two SEALs made their way back to the second two of their victims. Whitt looked at their weapons. He picked up the assault rifle.
“Shit, it’s an AK15. No ammo for us, they’re 7.62.”
“Odd choice for up here. Maybe they’re shit scared of polar bears.”
Whitt knew their M4’s 5.56 would stop a Polar Bear, might take more of them, but the Bear would go down all the same.
He rummaged through the belt kit. There were personal items, pictures of girlfriends and the like. He opened a pouch with a medical kit; it was similar to theirs. Both men took the kits — you never know. There were grenades, RGD-5 with a smooth body, spherical ends and an actuating cylinder. They both took several of them.
“Right, let’s get some more shit from the first two. The blowing snow will cover these bodies. Ford, I don’t like it. I guess you noticed that they’re VDV Airborne troops, standard deployment. Means there’ll be another section of them out here, we’re still grossly outnumbered.”
Ford nodded.
The two men set off for the camp, skis pushing on through the blowing Arctic snow. They’d get some sleep and then move on.
Whitt didn’t settle, he knew they were still deep in it up here. Reinforcements wouldn’t be along; they’d a big task keeping their charges safe in this desolate, dark, icy wasteland.
USS Stonewall Jackson.
The boat hung in darkness, under the Arctic ice, at the floor of its upside-down valley.
“Sir, he’s still there. The Yasen is waiting below us. I can detect a few faint pump sounds but he’s in quiet state. I’ve heard nothing out of the ordinary since he flooded a tube.”
Nathan knew it was a ‘hide and be quiet’ contest. Could he hear them, or was he unaware of their presence? He was a threat, that was certain; a Yasen with a Type 53 in a flooded tube just below them. If that didn’t make you nervous, then you’d no business crewing a USN submarine.
“Ok, keep me informed. If a Russian A ganger sneaks off for a sly tug of his wire, I want to know.”
“Sir.” Benson smiled.
His XO Nikki Kaminski walked, no slinked in that way she had, over to him. She had her tablet with her and a frown on her face.
“It’s the Carbon Dioxide level, sir. The O2 generator and CO scrubbers are working, but will cause a problem in a few hours. The main problem is the L-ion batteries, they’re at 17 % and we need to think about charging them.”
“Right, Nikki.”
Nathan knew that was just what they didn’t need down here under the ice. They did need to raise the snorkel from time to time, run the diesels and charge the batteries. That was life for a diesel-electric boat, and had been since before World War 2. They had increased endurance, but it wasn’t unlimited. Down here under the ice, it meant finding an ice lead, a clear gap or thin ice that the sail could break through.
He knew that you normally used nuclear boats under the icecap, but they’d been called on because they had long duration lithium-ion or L-ion batteries.
Also, it wasn’t said aloud, but to Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Kamov and others, they were the dirty tricks boat. When you had an underhand job that needed doing, you called on a secretive, dirty boat. If shit happened or was about to, you called on Old Stonewall. Aggressive when needed, but quiet and patient. Their job was to stalk out the prey, wait, and then strike suddenly. She would then disappear into the inky depths, unseen, unheard.
Her crew used her for what she was: USS Stonewall Jackson was a death shark. They were the submarine service’s SEAL team six.
“Ok Nikki, how far to the ice lead? I know we can make it; you’d have told me before now if we couldn’t. But what margin do we have, how long can we stay here like a frozen prawn?”
Nikki tapped on her tablet several times. “We’re just under 10 miles; at a speed of 6 knots, that’s about 1.4 hours, 85 minutes sir. Leaving a margin for possible action manoeuvring, we can hang around here for one and a half hours.”
Nathan looked at his wrist and the Seamaster. He squeezed his lips. Not that long. Would Ivan stay where he was? Possible. They may need a distraction.
“Weaps, load Scooby tube six.”
The Weapons Officer looked at the boat’s war load. “Sir, we have a Harpoon in six. Tube five’s free.”
“Ok, tube five.”
Weaps called the torpedo room and waited. “We have the Pointer in five, sir. Scooby’s ready.”
Nathan looked over to the hot blonde at her station, Nikki’s ponytail bobbing as she worked.
“XO, let’s do the boat’s rounds.”
“Sir.” The two of them left the control room and headed aft. They started in engineering.
“How’s it looking, Chief?”
“Ok, sir. Some battery interface issues, but no big problem, we have the necessary spares.”
Nathan looked out of the corner of his eye; the XO was talking with the senior A ganger. Nikki was popular with the A gangers; no big surprise there. He’d use that, it’d help keeping them happy. Last call was the galley.
“Hot in here, Chief,” said Nikki.
“It’s tough, but you’re all greedy, sir.”
“Well, you have the engineers and the torpedo room to feed, what do you expect?”
“The worst are the female crew.”
Nikki raised her eyebrow.
“You’re all fussy, sir. Pains in the a…”
“Keeping you on your toes, that’s all.”
“We’ll have two coffees,” said Nathan, “with double milk for the XO.”
The two walked forward. Nathan stopped Nikki in the companionway.
“How long will he stay: Ivan?”
She frowned. “Hard to say, sir. He has the advantage: he’s a nuke so he can stay indefinitely; we can’t. But then again, if he knows or suspects he’s got company, he’ll assume that we’re a nuke too. He won’t think he can just wait for us to make a move.”
He nodded. He couldn’t outstay the Yasen; it was wait until the last moment in the hope that the Russian would go first or take the initiative. He’d no choice in truth.
“Nikki, we’re here to get our men up there where they can do their job and kick Ivan’s ass doing it. Stonewall Jackson said, “Armies are not called out to dig trenches, to throw up breastworks, and live in camps. But to find the enemy and strike him.” That’s just what we’ll do.”
Nikki smiled; this was the Nathan she knew. They both walked into the control room. Nathan stood by his Weapons Officer.
“Weaps, flood tube five. We’ll let Scooby off his leash.”
“Flooding tube five, aye sir.”
The Weapons Officer watched his display for a minute, then turned and nodded.
“Open outer doors, launch Scooby. Keep him quiet, Weaps; there’s no rush, let’s get him out of here. Send him north at a depth of 300 feet.”
A few minutes passed by. Benson looked over.
“Sir, I’ve integrated Scooby’s passive sonar with ours. No picture change; Tango one is still under us. He’s listening, waiting.”
Nathan gave Benson a thumbs up.
Scooby slowly moved through the icy depths below the ice. He was a blunt-nosed, torpedo-like vessel making his way through the gloom, under pale green ice ridges hanging from the ice ceiling above. Below was the black void.
Behind him trailed a cable leading back to his mother, USS Stonewall Jackson. He had a brain of sorts, bequeathed to him by Lockheed Martin and L-3 Chesapeake Sciences Corp. His passive sonar built up a picture of his icy ridged ceiling world and the two submarines to his south. The information was passed back to his mother, and some was passed to his AI computer control system for navigation through his icy world.
He’d avoid any obstacle he encountered on his way north. His job was to head slowly away from USS Stonewall Jackson and report. His time for action had not yet arrived. If it did, Scooby would be ready.
Or would he? His brain’s software had been created with a clear surface in mind; efforts had been made to cope with an enclosed ceiling and he had been tested under the ice. If Scooby could hope, he hoped that his design and testing had been sufficient.
The Virginia Visionary looked up from his sonar console. “Sir, Scooby is eight miles away now and he’s picking up a trace to his north. It’s faint and indistinct, but it’s there.”
Benson ran his fingers over the touchpad on his sonar control. “The contact classification computers can’t agree, sir; they’re giving a mixed probability. They just don’t have the level of information that they need yet.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. They needed to know and needed to act. Computers could sit there with their thumb stuck up their ass. He couldn’t. They were there to advise, but he had to act, enough information or not.
“Give me your best guess, Benson.”
There was a pause.
“Best guess is that there’s another Yasen out there, sir.”
Nathan wasn’t surprised. He had a gut feeling that that’s what was out there. So, it was two to one; all the more reason to get out of this icy tomb.
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“Sir,” Nikki smiled, “why not let Scooby send the Russians a message? We can send him a recording of the compressed air feed breakage we had. Scooby can transmit it. The Russian skipper will think we’ve got the same problem again.”
Nathan nodded and grinned at Nikki. “Yeah, that might work. You’re a devious bitch, Kaminski.”
She headed out of the control room. “I’m off to see the Chief Engineer, sir.”
Nikki returned fifteen minutes later and took her tablet over to Benson. “Load this, ready for Scooby’s message feed.”
In a few minutes, he was done. “It’s ready, sir.”
“Commander Blake, we’re ready.” Nikki waited for him.
“Ok, Benson, get him ready to transmit it, and send the lat and long of the ice lead so he can return to us. Cut his wire on signal acknowledgement.”
“Ready, sir.”
“Transmit.”
The message ran to Scooby along the cable. The Pointer transmitted the acoustic signal of deception and cut the wire. Scooby was now free, swimming and reliant on his AI system.
The crew of the USS Stonewall Jackson now depended on him for air and power. Would The Krasnoyarsk swallow the bait?
On the ice field.
“Momma Duck, this is Rubber Duck, over.” There was just the blowing cold wind.
“Momma Duck, this is Rubber Duck, over.” Whitt paused.
“Momma Duck, this…”
A crackling signal broke through.
“Rubber Duck, Momma Duck, over.” A woman’s voice came through. Contact.
Whitt smiled. “Momma, we are returning. Switch on your beacon for 20 seconds.” He picked up her signal and took a bearing. “Momma Duck, we have you. Remain where you are, over.”
“Copy, Rubber.”
The two SEALS pushed off towards the beacon’s position, skis swishing in the snow. For the third time, Ford waved his torch above his head in the bearing’s direction.
A light returned, waving left and right. Soon they saw the two subjects and skiied up to them.
“Hi. Alright, Marjan?”
“Yes, we’ve been lying up waiting for you. Did you get them?”
“We got some. They’re VDV, so there’ll be more of them.”
The Danish scientist stood and walked over to Whitt. “We’ve no chance, have we?” Nils sounded desperate.
“Nils, we do. We need to head west, keep away from them. If they’re following us, we’ll get back there and take some more out. It’s called attrition; we wear them down.”
Nils raised his palms. “How will they know where we are?”
“You transmitted on the handheld. Their satellites are very sensitive and may pick it up.”
Nils threw his hands up. “Then why did we do it?”
Whitt put his hand on the Dane’s shoulder; the man was losing it.
“It’s important we remain together. That’s how we’ll get through this: together. We’ll get out of this, trust me.” He passed Marjan three Russian grenades. “Can you use these?”
“Yes, RGD-5, Soviet. Hezbollah used them.” She put them in her backpack side pockets.
The four of them pushed off, skiing toward the west. The biting cold wind blew hard from the north, draining away their energy. Whitt knew the odds weren’t good, but they had to try. At least it would give Nils hope.
Russian Navy. Yasen class, K-571 Krasnoyarsk.
“Sir, sonar. We have a strong contact to the north, several kilometres away,” said CPO Natalia Korobkina.
Captain Volodin turned to her. “Do you have an ID?”
“Not a certainty, sir, but given the previous contacts, I’d say it’s very likely to be a submarine contact. Probably an enemy SSN with the same profile as last time. I think we have a boat out there with a fault; it’s the same pitch as last time and sounds like a strong gas escape.”
Volodin had had strong suspicions last time; now he was near certain. It was a NATO SSN, it had to be.
“Down boat, trim for 120 meters, forward 8 knots. Come to zero degrees. Keep a good ear on him, Korobkina. Weapons Officer, designate contact as Tsel one. What’s our weapon status?”
The Weapons Officer checked his monochrome display. “Tubes one to eight Type 53. Vertical launch silos one through four, Kaliber-PL, five and six Kh-101 hot tip. Silos seven and eight are empty, sir.”
Type 53 is a wire guided fish, of course. Kaliber-PL are anti-ship and land-attack cruise missiles. Kh-101 is a cruise missile armed with a nuclear warhead. Both have a range of approximately 1,500 miles.
Volodin stood by the Weapons Officer’s station and lowered his voice.
“It’s time Tsel one swallowed a Russian Navy fish. Calculate firing solution for type 53, tube at your discretion.”
The Weapons Officer smiled and set the controls selecting the fish. He knew it was stupid and would never admit it, but he selected his lucky tube. This one was Stesha, named after his first real girlfriend.
“Sir, tube two selected. Targeting contact Tsel one.”
The pride of the Motherland, the Krasnoyarsk, made her way north, quietly stalking her prey.
Thirty minutes later she was in the vicinity of the contact.
“Do you have anything, Korobkina?”
“Sir,” said the Krasnoyask’s Sonar Operator, “it’s very faint but we’ve got something about four kilometres to the north.”
“Maintain course and speed.”
Volodin kept an eye on the time; at around two kilometres from the contact, it transmitted a single pulse.
“Damn, it’ll have us. Come to a stop.”
Korobkina looked to the Captain, concern on her face.
“Sir, it’ll have detected us, but also the pulse has detected Novosibirsk, nine kilometres to our north.”
Their sistership, K573 Novosibirsk, had been assigned to support them. Volodin knew they were in the general area but not precisely where. The enemy SSN would now be aware of both of them.
“Chertovski ha.” This was turning into a crisis. At least they had a good fix now on the enemy.
“I have a call waiting on the S phone,” she said. “It’s the Novosibirsk, sir.”
The S phone was the Russian version of the USN Gertrude, an acoustic phone for conversations underwater. It was encrypted, but would give away their position to the enemy. Not that that mattered now after the enemy’s sonar pulse; they’d be aware of the pair of them anyway.
He walked to the Conn and picked up the S phone. “Put him through.”
“Commander Bortsov here. How are you Captain Volodin?”
“I was fine until the Chertovski SSN pulsed us both.”
The enemy SSN would know their positions now, so using the S phone’s acoustic signature didn’t much matter.
“You know what we have to do, Bortsov?”
“Yes, comrade Captain. Novosibirsk will do her duty, this NATO crew won’t be long for this earth.”
“We’ll pincer him. Take Novosibirsk five kilometres northwest and come about. Slow, Bortsov. We’ll do a direct attack and either sink him or drive him towards you. He’ll find himself in the worst of all possible worlds, between two Yasen class.”
“We’ll do it, Volodin.” He laughed. “He’s a dead man. Submarines have been lost under the ice before. Sunken hulls are hard to find down here.”
Volodin smiled. “Yes, let them find this one. Good luck, good hunting.”
Volodin looked at the time and calculated when it was time to make his move.
The minutes passed by. Volodin looked around his control room bathed in its dull red night lights. Bortsov in the Novosibirsk would be making his slow, stealthy approach. It was time.
“Weapons Officer, flood tube two, open outer doors.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Make 12 knots. Let’s stir this enemy’s guts.”
Krasnoyask advanced towards the enemy.
“Korobkina?”
“Sir?” asked the boat’s Sonar Operator.
“What’s he up to?”
“Nothing so far, sir.”
* * *
Scooby’s sonar detected the SSN moving in, and his brain made a choice. It was a choice built in by the two company’s teams who programmed Scooby’s AI. He increased his speed to 17 knots and emitted the sounds of a tube being flooded.
He angled upwards and came to 220 feet to bring himself closer to the ice ceiling. This should make him harder to detect due to backscatter.
Scooby listened for a response from his pursuer. His AI decided that it would be best to allow the pursuer to come closer; he’d detected that he increased his speed to 20 knots.
Deception strategies had been worked out and incorporated to increase the probability of him being thought of as an SSN. At a certain point, he’d come about and bear down on the approaching submarine, causing him to make a hard turn left or right.
Scooby would carry out a Crazy Ivan manoeuvre. If an SSN you’re following turns and makes a run at you, you’ve little option but to turn out of the way. With this, you’ll give away your own presence. Soviet SSBNs had used this to flush out any following NATO SSN.
Scooby waited; not yet, not yet, but soon. The enemy SSN would need to be a little closer.
Russian Navy. Yasen class, K-571 Krasnoyarsk.
The Weapons Officer was getting edgy. Come on, Volodin.
“Do I launch on him, sir?”
“Not yet, Weaps.”
“Sir, I have a good solution and good launch attack parameters.”
Volodin bristled; his decisions were being brought into question. He’d have words with Weaps after this event ended. “Hold your position. We’re driving him into Novosibirsk’s trap.” Volodin would wait a little longer.
“Sir, we have an active ping from Novosibirsk,” said Korobkina. “Type 53 in the water; he’s launched, it’s running for the Tsel one.”
“Weaps, launch tube two, target Tsel one,” snapped Volodin.
The Type 53 was pushed from its tube, and it started its run after the enemy SSN.
“Let’s see how he likes two 53s on him.” Volodin smiled.
The two-death fish ran in. Volodin checked his timer. One minute 45 seconds to the end.
“Tsel one is making a turn to the left,” said Korobkina, “Fifty three is following. Enemy releasing countermeasures.”
The last seconds ticked by, then Novosibirsk’s fish exploded, followed five seconds later by Krasnoyarks’s. The sea under the icecap was pulsed by shockwaves and the waters boiled in turbulence. Blocks of ice fell from the cap. They’d return once the boiling ended by the physical law that said ice weighed less than water. The chaos was total. The sea’s stability returned.
“Korobkina?”
“Nothing, sir. Tsel one isn’t there anymore. He must have plunged to the bottom. I couldn’t hear anything during that strike.”
Volodin nodded. “One NATO SSN lost under the ice. Northern fleet will be proud.”
An hour later, Volodin was in his cabin writing his report when there was a knock on the door. He opened it and there stood Korobkina.
“Sorry, sir, but there’s something you should look at.”
Volodin followed her to the control room.
“Here, sir, put these on and look at this sonar screen.”
He listened to the recording. The turbulence died down and then odd sounds filled the void. The screen told him nothing; it looked like an abstract artist on glue. He handed back the headphones.
“What is it?”
“Sir, I detected it to the south of the explosions. Coming from a gap in the ice peak is the sound of a drive. It’s running down a channel between the hanging ridge.”
“So, when was this recording taken Korobkina?”
“Sir, one minute 40 seconds after the impacts.”
Volodin slapped the back of her chair.
“Chertovski ha. So this enemy turned left at the end. He was heading for this cleft in the hanging ridge. He’s got away, the lucky bastard. Pass the coordinates to navigation. We’re going after him.”
* * *
Scooby’s AI had calculated that its immediate mission was over. It had endured the torpedo attacks and witnessed the confusion among the enemy that followed.
Scooby’s job was deception first and foremost, then live to deceive again. It was time to return to Mother, so he headed for the lat and long he’d been given.
Following him through the ice cleft was the Yasen class, Krasnoyarsk, and she was pissed, seriously pissed off.
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USS Stonewall Jackson.
Benson looked over to Nathan. “Sir, there’s two torpedo explosions out in Scooby’s area of operations. I don’t know if he survived.”
“Two major fish explosions. That’s a big punch, we have to assume the worst. RIP Scooby.”
“I can confirm that it looks like two Yasen class were involved, sir. I can’t be certain though, the echoes are confusing down here.”
Nathan knew they had one task now, and that was get the package up onto the ice.
“Koss, get me a bearing to the ice lead.”
The Navigation Officer worked at his console. Nathan saw Nikki was itching to get involved. He caught her eye and motioned her down with his palm. He’d give Lt Koss a chance, the XO would take over if she could. He’d have words with her.
“Two seven eight, sir.”
“Planesman, 278 make speed for ten knots.”
It was time to get the package ready, so Nathan walked back aft. He entered the galley where the SEALs were eating their breakfast.
“Lieutenant Rice, we’re approaching your stop. It’s time to get off the bus.”
The SEAL pushed his plate away.
“There’s no rush, Lieutenant. It’ll be an hour before we’re ready. But when we are there, we’ll push up through the ice. Have everyone ready at the foot of the sail by then. We’ll let you out and then submerge. The Russians are down here and looking for us. Find your party up there and get them out.”
“Thank you, sir. We’ll be ready.”
Nathan left with two coffees, one for his XO.
“Platoon Chief Konerko,” said Lt Rice. “Get the men ready when you’ve finished here.”
“Sir.”
* * *
The boat approached the ice lead. “Ok, Nikki, take her up.”
“Planesman, vent for 70 feet fore and aft. Slow to three knots.”
“Seventy at three, sir.”
The boat neared the icecap. “Trim for 50 feet, all stop.” Nikki knew it was time for patience.
“Fifty feet, all stop, aye sir.”
Benson spun about. “Sir, sir.” The Virginia Visionary looked like he had a Jack Rabbit chewing his balls. “Contact, sir, he was in our baffles. He’s a half mile to our rear. Preliminary analysis is Yasen class.”
“Let me, Nikki,” said Nathan.
The XO stood back, and Nathan took control.
“Trim for depth, let her sink.” USS Stonewall Jackson sank into the depths. She’d no forward speed at all.
Nathan lowered his head. How the hell did that thing find us? He knew there’d be time for that later.
“Weaps, get a Pointer out there.”
“I have Ren in tube five. Flooding tube, outer doors open.” The Pointer was pushed from the tube. “Ren is swimming, he’s on the wire.”
Nathan looked at the depth indicator on his monitor: 900 feet and still sinking.
“Sir, I have possible trim sounds from the contact.”
Benson listened carefully, he had that ability to live the sea. To be there, listening to her creatures near and far, the krill, the squid, fish he couldn’t name, but he knew them by their sounds. He gave them names. Shimmer fish: from the way a sound passed through the shoal. Sucking fish: it sounded as though they sucked at something every minute or so. Waterfall fish: he knew by where they lived and the time of year that they were shellfish. They sounded like they were swimming up a waterfall.
“He’s diving, sir. A shallow gliding dive and making about 5 knots.”
He must sense we’ve gone deep.
Nathan looked at the depth gauge. 1100 feet. “Trim to maintain depth.” He looked to Nikki. “We’ll play dead for now. Let’s see what he’ll do.”
She smiled and nodded.
“Weaps, designate contact as Tango 2. Pick a tube and a Mk48, and slowly, very slowly, flood the tube.”
Weaps ran his fingers over his touchpad and watched. “Tube three, sir. Flooding slow now. Firing solution laid in. Fish is waiting.”
Nathan removed the ship’s intercom from its hook. “All hands, Ivan’s out there. Silent operations.” He replaced the handset. “Benson.” Benson looked up. Nathan flicked an ear. Benson nodded.
Nathan walked over to Nikki. He held his mouth close to her neck below the ear. He could eat her; he sensed she wanted it too.
She could feel his breath on her skin. This wasn’t fair.
He got himself under control and whispered, “What’s our status with the power?”
“Low, sir. Last I looked, and I look a lot, we had 14 %. That’s danger area.”
“Ok, Nik, we’ll try to get on with it.” They’d have to, he knew; that was very low.
“Sir,” said Benson, “he’s come to a stop at 800 feet. He’s 300 feet above us and slightly behind.”
“We’ll wait for now.” Nathan knew they hadn’t much time. This was a nuke and could hang there all week if he wanted to. “What are we doing down here?” he said, raising his palms. “We have half the goddamn Northern Fleet down here keeping us boxed in. It’s us who should be keeping them boxed in. We need to think this one through, right from first principals.”
Nikki put her hand on his forearm. “Let’s have a word, sir. Please?”
The two of them walked back into the companionway. Nathan nodded to Lieutenant Rice of the SEALs.
Nikki stood with her back on the wall, and she beckoned him over. He stood close, as close as he dared.
“Nathan, I agree with you about our aims here, but let’s discuss that when we have those white warriors up on top. That’s our focus now. Then we discuss things, tucked up in your bunk.”
He pulled back and looked at her in surprise.
She waited for several seconds and then broke into a grin. “In your dreams, tiger. Let’s get these men up there on the lid.”
Nathan nodded, and they returned to the control room.
“Weaps, the old ones are the best. How far away is Ren?”
“One mile to the northwest, sir.”
“It’s time for him to cover some ground quietly. Move him west five miles.”
“Sir.”
Ren moved off to the west, and Weaps increased his speed as he got farther away. As Ren moved through the blackness, ice ridges hung down into his world, and he was aware of their presence by micro currents and passive sonar.
“Sir, Ren’s on station, five miles away.”
This had better work, thought Nathan.
“Turn him about and make 12 knots.”
“Sir, he’s come about and is heading in.”
It would take around 20 minutes to cover all the distance. After several minutes he decided to up the threat.
“Get Ren to flood a tube and open outer doors.”
“Ren’s executing.” Ren emitted the sounds requested, and these were picked up by the Krasnoyarsk’s switch guard bow sonar. The tale it told was: “Incoming SSN, tube armed.”
“The Yasen’s moving off to the north, sir,” said Benson. “He’s taking a place off centre to Ren’s track, flooding tube, opening outer doors.”
“How far away is Tango 2?”
“One point six miles, sir.”
Not far enough, Nathan knew. They needed him further away.
“Weaps, move Ren out north. Make it seem that he’s making an outflanking manoeuvre.”
The minutes went by.
“Sir Tango 2’s two and a half miles away.”
It was working slowly, but he’s not far enough away. Shit.
Benson punched the air. “Yes.”
“Benson?”
“Sir, it’s Scooby, he’s back. He’s northeast of us, making six knots.”
The control room smiled and high fived.
“Scooby’s increased speed to ten knots. He’s flooding a tube, opening outer doors. Scooby’s on the attack.”
The Pointer’s passive sonar had detected Ren and the Yasen class and his AI had decided that a simulated attack was underway. His on-board brain had decided to join in.
Several had stood and were raising and pumping their forearms. They knew to remain quiet but didn’t want to. Nathan looked at Nikki, and she walked over, grinned, and high fived him.
“Sir, we’ve a change in tack from Tango 2,” said Benson.
“He’s increased revs, he’s making 16 knots. That’s some acceleration, shit. He’s turning to the north, going deep, speed now 20 knots.” Benson smiled and punched the air. “He’s getting the fuck out of dodge, sir. Two SSNs are more than he can handle.”
Nathan grinned. “You can run, Tango 2, but you can’t hide. We’ll have your ass eventually.”
Nathan turned to Nikki. “Ok, XO, get us to the layer and let’s do our job.”
“Our power is under 10 %, sir. We’re just manoeuvrable, just.”
“Then get to it, Nikki.”
Nathan walked back down the companionway. He stood by the SEALs and gave them a thumbs up. “Soon boys.”
“Trim for the surface,” said Nikki.
“Trim set, depth 60 feet. Increasing trim. Still 60, sir, still 60.”
“Trim down to 70 feet four knots forward.”
“Aye, sir, down 70 four knots forward.”
Nikki counted one minute 30.
“Planesman, trim for 50 feet, all stop.”
“Fifty, all stop, aye sir.”
“Trim for the surface,” said Nikki.
“Trim for surface, aye sir. Sixty feet, increasing trim, 50 feet, 40 feet, 30 feet.”
The crew heard the ice creaking and running past the sail. “We’re through, sir.”
Nikki looked back down the main companionway to the sail. The companionway was full of men in Arctic whites; full face white woollen masks and snow goggles, with helmets and every weapon a man could carry.
Nikki signalled to the Chief of the Boat, Seamus Cox.
“Chief, open her up.”
Seamus, wearing his parka and woolly hat, opened the hatch, and some water spilled on the floor. He climbed the ladder, spun the wheel and opened into a dark cold night. The breeze chilled him. He climbed down.
“Up you go, Lieutenant. Give my favourite polar bear a kiss before you blow her fucking head off.”
One by one, the bulky SEALs climbed the ladder. The Chief climbed up after them and saw them all safely onto the ice, then closed the hatch, spun the wheel, climbed down and closed the inner hatch in a similar way.
The Chief shouted forward into the control room. “All grunts are out on the ice. Hatches sealed. Surface party deployed, sir.”
“Get the Chief to run the diesels and charge the batteries,” said Nathan.
Nikki called the Chief Engineer and asked him to power up the L-ions and pressurise the buoyancy vessels.
Almost two hours later, the Chief told her the task was complete. It was time to leave the surface.
“Vent for 100 feet, Planesman,” said Nikki.
The boat slid down through the ice and became free. She reached 100 feet.
“Forward six knots, trim for 100.” Nikki turned to Nathan.
“Good work, Lieutenant Commander Kaminski. Let’s have that meeting we were talking about. Wardroom now, XO.”
* * *
Nathan returned from the galley with two coffees. He sat at the Wardroom’s desk and passed Nikki a coffee.
“Weaps has the conn. I’ve got him going north after the Yasen. That mother ran like hell after Ren and Scooby tricked him. They’re both back on board now, by the way.”
Nikki smiled. “Great, can Pointers be given a battle honour?
Nathan laughed.
“So, what to do now?” said Nikki. She didn’t wait for Nathan. She narrowed her eyes. “We need to take the initiative here. Upstairs we have the Spetsnaz or VDV or whatever, and down here we’ve half the bastard Northern Fleet running around like they own the place. Let’s show ’em.”
“I agree. How?”
Nikki grinned. “To paraphrase General Jackson: The business of the US Navy is to fight. Navies are not called on to build ports, and live tied up to a pier. But to find the enemy, and strike him; to dominate his seas, and do him all possible damage in the shortest possible time… But such a war would of necessity, be of brief continuance, and so would be an economy of prosperity and life in the end. To move swiftly, strike vigorously, and secure all the fruits of victory, is the secret of successful war.” She gave him a narrow stare. “We take the fight to them. We hunt them under the ice, the Barents Sea, up the fucking Polyarny Inlet, Murmansk Fjord if needed. We give ’em the bayonet.” Nikki banged her fist on the table. “For generations, mothers will scare Ivan’s children with: Stonewall Jackson will be coming for you.”
Nathan looked at her and smiled. “You know this stretches our orders, just a little bit?”
“Well, Nathan, our orders can go and suck their own ass.”
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On the Arctic icecap.
The submarine’s black sail slid downwards and disappeared below the ice. Two SEALs crouched on the ice, watching. The biting cold breeze found its way into every gap in their clothing.
Operator Melenko watched it slide away. “That’s it, Crocky, they’ve gone. The only pussy in hundreds of miles has sunk into the sea.”
“Shut it with the pussy, they’ve gone now. You might get some Eskimo ass up here, but that’s it.”
“Pity,” said Melenko. “We learned about Eskimos in the Marines.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, it was a running cadence: ‘I don’t know, but I’ve been told. I don’t know but I’ve been told. Eskimo pussy is mighty cold. Eskimo pussy is mighty cold.’”
“You’ll never know, you sick fuck.”
“Crocky, did you see the ass on that Kaminski?”
“She’s an officer.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet the skipper still has her laid over the torpedo tubes or whatever when they’re off duty.”
“You need some medic…”
“Ok, people,” said Lieutenant Rice. “Form a defensive ring, 100 yards radius. Keep a lookout, the Russians are up here too.”
Crocky and Melenko donned their skis and set off to the northeast.
* * *
After an hour’s ski, Rice pulled up. “Chief Konerko, let’s see if we can raise Platoon Chief Whitt and Op Ford.”
“Sir.” He opened his pack and tried the radio set.
“Soup two from soup one, over. Soup two from soup one, over. Come in soup two.”
“Ok, we’ll try again. Let’s move east.”
Konerko stood, blew his whistle and pointed east. The men skiied off into the dark snow-flecked whiteout, the breeze mercifully at their backs.
They skiied across the white waste for an hour, stopping frequently to scan the horizon for the opposition.
“Stop here, Konerko. Get the set out and try again.”
“Sir.” The troop pulled up, men crouched and scanned the horizon.
“Soup two from soup one, over. Soup two from soup one, over. Come in, soup two.”
“Soup two from soup one, over. Soup two from soup one, ov…”
The set spit static and then: “Soup one from soup two, receiving, over.”
“Copy, soup two. Broadcast for direction.”
“Will do. One two three four five. One two…”
Konerko scanned the horizon with the set’s sensor.
“There, sir. 105 degrees.”
“Tell soup two we’re coming.”
“Soup two, hold your position. We’re coming for you.”
“Copy, soup one.” The troop skiied off on the bearing.
Within 20 minutes they had sight of the two SEALs. They closed.
“Platoon Chief Whitt, what’s your sit rep?” said Rice.
“Ok, sir, we have the package safe.”
A man and a woman stood looking on at the SEAL troop; their body language showed thanks and optimism.
“Sir, we’ve had contact with the Russian VDV. We took a few out, but they know we’re here and close.”
Rice wiped the snow from his ski mask. “We were landed by submarine. It’s gone now; there was a Russian sub down there and they had to go. An MQ-4C Triton drone will be making a patrol high over the area, so we’ll try to contact it.”
“We were heading for Canadian Forces Base Alert, sir. It’s a long way, but better than sitting here. If the Triton’s coming over, then maybe not.”
Rice looked at the four of them, the two SEALs and the two civilians.
“How are they doing, Whitt?” he asked tipping his head towards the two civilians.
“They’re not bad, sir. Marjan… the woman’s ex IDF, that’s why she’s got the H&K.”
“Ok, we’ll head for CFB Alert, sir. You and Ford lead on with the package.”
The whole group skiied off to the west.
USS Stonewall Jackson.
Time to make a stand. Ivan, there’s a new man in town, meet Stonewall Jackson.
It was time; the USN had to show the Northern Fleet they didn’t own the icecap.
“Any trace, Benson? He’s down here. I can smell him,” said Nathan.
Benson shook his head and looked down at his painted screen display. Nathan knew to let him get on with the job, there was no finer sonar geek in the US Navy. The boat was heading northeast, his best guess for a contact.
“What do you think, XO? Put out a Pointer to widen the search?”
“Could do, sir. There is the retrieval to think about. That may cause problems. But yes, do it.”
“Weaps?”
“Sir, we have Stimpy in tube five, he’s ready.”
“Flood five and open outer doors. Deploy Stimpy to the east-northeast.”
A rushing sound up front told him the Pointer had been pushed out of the tube and let loose.
Nikki had said the retrieval may cause a problem, and Nathan knew why. The crew saw the Pointers as a kind of pet dog. Perhaps they shouldn’t have names. But they did, and the crew didn’t want to lose one; it hurt. Nathan knew they were expendable and if it came to it then one would be sacrificed, but he knew how the crew felt and it couldn’t be ignored.
“Signal five by five. Exporting sonar,” said Weaps.
“Acquisition channel and encryption?” asked Benson.
“Channel nine frequency modulation. Encrypting on seven f76e3q71ta.”
Benson set his screen up. “I have acquisition of Stimpy; sonar picture forming. Good image.” He raised his voice. “Sir, Stimpy is searching. No enemy contact on the board.”
“Very good, Benson. Keep looking, we’ll get one soon,” replied Nathan. His gut told him they’d be northeast or east of his position. “Weaps, sitrep on our warload?”
“We have tubes one to four Mk48, five being loaded with Deputy Dawg, tube six Scooby, sir.”
“Sir,” said Benson, “I can’t believe it, shit. Another contact. He must have emerged from an ice ridge. He’s gone deep, range two miles, depth 700 feet. Bearing 050 degrees. It’s an Akula. Firm contact, heading south.”
We can’t have three of the bastards down here. Nathan quickly thought through his options. That’s it, do it.
“Weaps, get a firing solution on Tango 3, new contact. Flood a tube and open outer doors.”
“Solution laid in, tube three flooded and ready in all respects.” It was hasty but it felt right, he knew it.
“Launch tube three.” The rushing launch sound came from upfront.
“Fish running, good launch, fish hungry.” The Mk48 raced off after the Akula.
“Fish closing, pinging, cutting wire. Now terminal.”
“No activity from the Akula,” said Benson. “Wait, no, he’s going deep.”
It was too late, the Mk48 hit the enemy boat from above amidships. Her back broke and a massive volume of gas escaped. The boat sunk deep into the abyss. “Yes, yes. Hot datum,” called Benson.
It was quick and abrupt, Nathan knew, but better to nip the situation off in the bud. It was him, but not him; it had showed itself, and it had been cut off.
“Good shooting, sir,” said Nikki.
“Yeah, we couldn’t have three of them playing with us.”
She grinned at him. “You didn’t give him time to scratch his ass.”
“Planesman, hold our course, speed seven knots.”
It was up to his crew now.
He got on with a report of the boat’s status. There were several personnel issues too. An hour later, Nathan sat back and rubbed his eyes. It was drudgery, but now it was done, thank God.
He looked around the control room. All went about their jobs, there was some chatter into headsets, but it was work as normal. It was time for some planning.
“Nikki, let’s go to the Wardroom for a meeting.”
She stood and led the way aft, and Nathan followed, trying hard not to look at her swaying rear. She opened the Wardroom door, to find the Chief Engineer and several of his Petty Officers sat around the table.
“Sorry, Chief, carry on,” said Nikki.
“Ok, come on we’ll use my cabin.”
They walked into Nathan’s cabin, and he unfolded the bunk and sat on it, while Nikki sat on the chair.
“Right, Nik, we have two Yasen’s down here with us. They’re unlikely to be involved in a routine patrol. They must be connected to the search upstairs for the scientist. How do we cause them a big problem?”
Nikki brushed her fair hair aside. “Sink them, they’re threatening our operation.”
“Not that easy, Nik. In wartime, yes.”
“Nathan, let’s say there were two of us and an enemy boat sank our partner. What would you do?”
“You know what I’d do. It’d be gloves off and sink him.”
“But what if he’s a cunning bastard? He knows his wingman’s been sunk and he figures it’s best to report to Northern fleet HQ in Murmansk. If so, he makes for the icecap edge or a Polynya to broadcast. Fleet HQ wouldn’t know they had a boat down by enemy fire, unless he told them. That’s what I’d do anyway; I’d call in the cavalry.”
“Yeah, his recording would show that we’d fired first on his wingman.” Nathan frowned. “If that’s what we did, it would become a big political bun fight.” He looked up at her, his expression innocent. “All we have to do is get him to fire first; that should be easy.”
Nikki laughed.
“Yeah,” Nathan smiled, “and we need to track the other Yasen. Stop it reaching the icecap edge before it makes its broadcast.”
“We’ve a big problem there,” said Nikki. “The Yasen’s faster than we are.”
Nathan grinned. “I may have a solution for that.”
The two of them stood and Nathan headed for the door, but Nikki stood in his way. She moved forward and kissed him.
“Go easy, Nik.”
She smiled. “I’m a Georgia girl. We only do easy for the right man.”
Nathan smiled and opened the door.
Nikki returned to her station in the control room; Nathan took the conn.
“Benson, what’s the layering situation here?”
“Sir, I have a suspected cold layer at 800 feet.”
“Let’s get below it. Planesman, down bubble 15, make your depth 1,100 feet.”
“Aye, sir, down 15 for 1,100.”
The deck tilted forward, and the boat slid deeper in the sub ice blackness, then levelled out. “Eleven hundred feet, sir, 020 degrees, seven knots.”
The two of them — Stimpy shallower and USS Stonewall Jackson deeper — hunted the two Yasen class SSNs.
Nathan looked to Nikki, and she returned his gaze. They’d taken on a fearsome nuclear foe.
Just 20 minutes later, Benson looked up at Nathan. “Sir, Stimpy has contact, bearing 345 degrees, possible Yasen class.”
This was it.
“Koss, if you were heading from here to the icecap edge, what would be your heading?”
The Navigation Officer checked his chart. “Eighty six degrees, sir, that’s the shortest route.”
“Thanks, Koss. Planesman, make for 045 degrees, speed ten knots.”
“Aye, sir, 045 degrees at ten.”
Nikki knew what Nathan was up to, and she gave him a faint smile.
Fifteen minutes later, Benson spoke up, his hands still on his headset.
“Sir, I have had Stimpy’s contact for several minutes now. I’m picking up a possible contact to his north. Stimpy confirms this. Sir, it’s very faint but I’m thinking both are Yasen class boats. The computer says it’s 80 % probable, but Stella’s guessing again. I can tell her work.”
Nathan grinned; Benson’s would-be girlfriend in the programming team was at it again.
“And what does the lovely Stella think?”
“She says it’s the Krasnoyarsk and the Novosibirsk.”
“What do you think?”
“I think she’s showing off, sir. She’s a woman; she can be a bullshitter.”
Nathan grinned. “But a very good bullshitter?”
Benson reluctantly nodded.
“Ok, Stella, here we go. Planesman, come left 25 degrees, sprint 20 knots for ten minutes, then all stop.”
“Aye, sir.”
The boat accelerated in the deep blackness and headed to the east of the two contacts. Minutes later, her Kawasaki motors turned off, and the boat coasted quietly.
“Benson, sitrep on contacts?”
“We have them, sir. Stimpy is two miles behind the southern contact. Northern contact is four miles to our north.”
“Weaps. Designate southernmost contact as Tango 1, set up a firing solution. Northern contact is Tango 2, set up a firing solution. Flood tubes one and two, open outer doors. Give our fish a sniff of the quarry.”
“Sir, will do.”
“Weaps, get Stimpy to turn towards Tango 1. Set his speed 15 knots, simulate flooding tube and opening outer doors.”
Weaps set up the actions on his control panel.
“Sir,” said Benson, “Tango 1’s coming about, flooding a tube and opening outer doors.”
Nathan knew it was time to make the play.
“One ping from Stimpy on Tango one, wait 50 seconds then get him to simulate a Mk48 launch.”
Stimpy pinged the Russian boat.
“Sir,” said Benson excitedly, “Tango one’s launched a Type 53 Fizik, homing on Stimpy.”
“Weaps, use Stimpy’s ping to update Tango 1’s position. Launch tube one, get a fish on him.”
“Sir.” A rushing sound was audible from the forward end. “Sir, Mk48 running, fish is hungry.”
“When the 53 is three hundred yards away from him, cut the wire and dive, Stimpy.”
Long seconds ticked by. “Sir, Tango 1’s diving; he must have detected our fish running in. Stimpy’s wire is cut; he’s diving.”
“Range to Tango 1 from our fish, Benson?”
“Point eight miles, sir.”
Nathan looked at the watch on his wrist and counted down the seconds. Point eight miles at 50 knots, that was 50 seconds. The seconds counted down.
“He’s launched countermeasures, sir,” said Benson. “Fish closing, closing.”
Nathan watched the second hand ticking down: four, three, two, one.
Benson stood and punched the air. “Yes. Yes. Hot datum Tango 1. He took it up his belly, hull split asunder. Huge gas escape. He’s breaking up, sir. Secondary explosion at the bow, it must be a Type 53. He’s going down, sir, he’s split in two.”
Poor bastard thought Nathan. He couldn’t help but think of her crew and what they were going through.
“Good, Benson. Now Tango 2, what’s his status?”
Benson sat and listened; it was back to work. He adjusted the settings on his dripping coloured oil-like screen.
“Sir, I’m getting a sound build up, he’s building up the drive. Sir, he’s accelerating to the east, now 21 knots. He’s running away. Now heading for 85 degrees.”
He looked at Nikki, and she nodded. He wasn’t running, he was heading for the edge of the icecap where he’d report to Northern Fleet.
“Bearing on Tango 2?”
“Zero five zero degrees, sir,” said Benson.
Nathan did a quick and rough trigonometry calculation. “Planesman make for 028 degrees, all ahead full.”
“Aye, sir, 028, all ahead full.”
USS Stonewall Jackson chased after Tango 2 on an intercept course. She ran after the Krasnoyarsk with fangs out and snarling. He must be stopped before he could make his report.
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USS Stonewall Jackson sped off through the darkness.
“Planesman, come to… What’s his depth, Benson?”
“Five hundred feet, sir.”
“Up bubble 20, make your depth 500 feet. We’ll get in his baffles.”
Nathan knew the Yasen had one goal in mind: make his report. The Jackson tilted bow up as she climbed to 500. He knew they hadn’t got long; the Yasen was faster.
“Range to Tango 2?”
“Two point two miles, sir.”
It had to be now. “Launch tube two on Tango 2.”
There was a rushing sound up front.
“Fish running, good launch, the fish is hungry.” The Mk48 raced off after the Krasnoyarsk.
“Come on, come on,” urged Nathan, squeezing the conn rail.
“She’ll get him, sir,” said Weaps. “He’s fast, but not that fast.”
The world suddenly became a shaking turmoil, and the boat pitched up at the bow and was pushed to port. She now fell by the bow as the sea boiled. Alarms sounded, the boat’s lights blacked out and the emergency red lights came on.
“Damage control report,” shouted the Chief.
Nothing came back.
Seamus Cox shouted down the companionway. “Are you ladies asleep? I said fucking damage control report. I want it now!”
The boat was settling as the sea slowly returned to normal.
The Chief stomped off aft down the companionway. “I want some ass people, and I want it now.”
Nathan smirked; he knew somebody would get a good roasting.
“It’s still too noisy to get a good sonar return, sir.”
Nathan knew his crew were reacting well.
“Reloading tubes one and two with Mk48, sir.”
“Good, Weaps. Let me know what the Yasen is up to as soon as you can, Benson. Check on Stimpy too. Did he make it?”
The minutes passed by. Nathan waited.
He heard the Chief down the main companionway shouting. “I don’t care if you’re the Secretary of Defence, sir. Bad hair day or not, get on it now, nobody fucks with my boat.” He returned to the control room. “Sir, damage control reports minor problems. The grease monkeys are on it. I just told the Senior Electrical Engineering Officer to get on it.”
“Thanks, Chief, I heard you.”
Nikki walked over to him and paused briefly. “Sir, I looked at the soundings, and the idiot’s guide to fleet submarines. I think the Yasen ejected a mine in its wake, probably the MDM-6, but there are others. It’s academic anyway; they’re all powerful. It must have detected us as we were at full speed and it didn’t want to turn about, so it was a mine or nothing. He’s going like hell for the edge of the icecap; he wants to signal Northern Fleet at Severomorsk, Северный флот, Северомо́рck. He didn’t care about us hearing him.”
“Yeah, thanks, XO. Showing off with the Russian, Nikki.” Nathan smirked, and Nikki smiled and nodded.
“Sir, the Yasen is making 34 knots,” said Benson. “We’ve no chance of catching him at 20 knots. The Mk48 was taken out by the blast. I tried an emergency call to Stimpy, as I knew the Yasen would know we were there. I’m afraid there was no reply.”
“Thanks, Benson. I think we can expect unwanted company down here, Nikki. Take us back to the ice lead. I’ll write a report to COMSUBPAC.”
“Sir.” She turned. “Koss, get me a heading back to the layer. We’re going to call Momma.”
Nathan took the broadcast handset from its mount and broadcast to the crew.
“All hands, all hands. We just made a hot datum on a Russian SSN.” Cheers could be heard. “But I have to tell you, Seaman Stimpy gave his life in the engagement. God rest Stimpy. Let’s make the enemy pay for that. Captain out.”
The boat was silent; one of their own had died.
Nathan composed his message as XO, Lieutenant Commander Nikki Kaminski, took them back to the ice lead.
“In position, sir,” said Koss.
“All stop, Planesman trim for surface on zero forward speed.”
The boat coasted to a halt.
“Surfacing, sir.”
The sail broke through the thin ice.
“Sixty five feet, sir. Forty five feet.”
“That’ll do, Planesman. Raise the masts. Chief, tell the Chief Engineer we’re on the lid. Tell him to get his diesels going for a charge.”
“Will do, sir.”
Nathan transmitted his communication to Lieutenant Commander Lemineux, the boat’s Communications Officer. “Transmit that.”
Lemineux set up the satellite link, received a handshake return, and hit transmit.
PRIORITY RED
R 271367Z DEC 86 ZY12
STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
TO COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/STONEWALL JACKSON 479/ ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
HOT DATUM ON YASEN CLASS. YASEN CLASS ATTACKED WITH SEA MINE, STIMPY LOST. ENEMY NOW MAKING WAY AT SPEED FOR ICECAP EDGE.
WE SUFFERED LIGHT DAMAGE. I EXPECT NORTHERN FLEET DEPLOYMENTS HERE SOON TO HUNT US. WE WILL REMAIN HERE FOR FIVE HOURS.
MSG END//

“Handshake established with satcom. MSG sent and received, sir.”
“Thanks.”
The Pentagon. Washington DC.
Admiral Kamov read the signal from Stonewall Jackson. He sat back and puffed his cheeks.
This could get nasty, he knew, very nasty. He picked up the phone handset and called his new secretary.
“Gloria, call a meeting of the Joint Chiefs. But first, get me Admiral Blunt of Fleet Forces Command and Admiral Hayek of Pacific Fleet.”
The calls came through. Kamov put them both on speakerphone.
“Gentlemen, we have a problem.” Kamov described the situation under the icecap with USS Stonewall Jackson. “So, when this Yasen gets to clear sea, he’ll report to Northern Fleet. We can then expect shit to hit the fan. They’ll have SSNs down there looking for Jackson; what can we do for him? What boats can we put up there at short notice?”
Admiral Hayek of Pacific Fleet spoke first. “We’ll be furthest away, but if there are deployments from Petropavlovsk, we’ll be in a good position. We can have USS Key West and Oklahoma City out there at short notice; Chicago won’t be far behind.”
“We’re closer, of course,” said Blunt. “USS Tucson and the old war dog Doug Stanley in USS Minnesota are on standby at Groton. USS 73 Easting will be ready in a couple of days.”
Kamov stood. “Ok, get them up north. The Northern Fleet won’t sit back. They’ve lost a Yasen to an enemy SSN. That’s how they’ll see it; we know it’s Jackson, but they won’t.”
There was a pause.
“Sir,” it was Hayek, “we could leak the news that it’s the USS Stonewall Jackson. They know her reputation. The news will get to their Fleet Commanders. It’ll put the frighteners on them.”
“I hear you,” said Kamov, “but they’ll know she’s got a limited submerged duration. They could use that against her tactically. No, I say to let them think she’s an SSN. Blunt?”
“I agree. I can see both sides: it’d put them on the back foot knowing that they were up against Blake, but better to keep Ivan in the dark.”
Kamov knew it would be a race to get there and the Russians were better placed. “Get your boats up there right now. She’s off Northern Greenland.”
Kamov hung up and shook his head. It was going to be a killing zone up there in the blackness. You’d be followed by armed shadows sneaking around, looking to knife you in the back.
Under the Arctic icecap.
The Chief of the Boat, Seamus Cox, entered the control room from the forward torpedo room.
Lemineux read the message from COMSUBPAC on his communications screen.
“Oh fuck.”
The Chief looked at him. “What’s that?”
Lemineux pointed at the screen and leaned back to let Cox read it.
“Oh fuck,” said the Chief, grinning. “Can you print that, and I’ll take it to the skipper?”
“Sure.”
The message was printed, and the Chief took it to Nathan. “Sir, the devil’s coming up to join the party.”
Nathan frowned and read the message, then grinned and passed it to Nikki.
She read it and looked relieved. “Good, we’ll soon get some help up here. But what’s with the Oh Fuck and the Devil stuff?”
Nathan smiled. “Chief, please explain to Miss Kaminski.”
The Chief smirked at Nikki. “Captain Doug Stanley commands the USS Minnesota. He’s a crusty, anchor-faced son of a bitch. Just about the dirtiest, most devious and aggressive bastard ever allowed a boat. Apart from maybe this man, who’s a younger version.” The Chief thumbed Nathan. “Sir, they keep Stanley in a box with a plaque saying, ‘Open in time of war. Pin number 666.’”
Nikki grinned. “Just what we want.”
The Chief raised his eyebrows. “Be careful what you wish for. Ivan’s up against Vlad the Impaler and Attila the Hun.” He lowered his voice. “And we’re on the Highway to Hell.”
Moscow.
Snow-covered trees decked with ice sparkled in the early morning sun. The dark blue Mercedes S-class cruised down the forested snow-covered road close to the Moscow Canal. It snaked through the forest several miles north of the city. The car pulled off the road and stopped at a tall gate, and the guard looked inside and checked and inspected the occupants’ passes.
“Welcome.”
The gate opened and the car drew up to a dacha, a large house behind birch trees. A confident woman in her fifties and a man of similar age in a military uniform emerged and walked to the door. Another guard let them in.
They were taken to an opulent room with a desk, couch, chairs and a large flat TV.
“Hello,” said a man sat on a large chair. “Sit where you want.” In his confident manner, he smoked with the illusion of power.
Viktoria Shaykhlislamova, head of the SVR, and General Vladimir Yegorov, Chief of Russian Defence staff, sat. Their host, Denisov, was a senior member of the inner state cadre.
“You’ve lost one of the Motherland’s finest. Make your report. What happened to Novosibirsk?”
General Yegorov cleared his throat. “Krasnoyarsk surfaced just outside the ice sheet and reported that Novosibirsk was hit by a torpedo from a NATO SSN. She sank with all hands.”
Denisov’s face reddened. “Chertovski ha. I told you to get this Danish egghead and bring him here, and now this. We’ve lost a nuke to the bastards. You know who’ll be behind this, don’t you?”
“The US Navy, sir,” replied Yegorov.
“Yes.” He slapped the table. “It could be the French or the fog breathers, but it’s likely to be those cowboys. Bastards should still be riding about on horse-drawn wagons and shooting each other with fucking revolvers.”
Shaykhlislamova kept quiet. She knew he’d soon be cursing her. Why didn’t the SVR know about this?
“I’m not having this!” Denisov was livid. “The Arctic is Russian and it's about time the bastards learned that.” He fixed Yegorov with a hard stare. “Get a squadron of SSNs up there. Sink the chertovski cowboys. Get the Air Force up too. Shoot down any US aircraft they come up against. Get more men on the icecap if you need them. That brilliant Danish idiot is ours. Get him, Yegorov, or I’ll post you to the asshole of Siberia, facing the Chinks.”
He glared at Viktoria. “Don’t think you got away with it. If Yegorov fails, Shaykhlislamova, you’ll be selling yourself in a Moscow strip club. You should have told him what was going on.” He waved them both away dismissively.
* * *
The Naval base in the Polyarny Inlet, Murmansk, was abuzz with activity, food, and all manner of supplies were being delivered. Submarine crews assembled. It was the same at Petropavlovsk on the Kamchatka peninsula in Siberia. Yasen and Akula class boats were readied for sea. The Northern and Pacific Fleets were about to join the hunt for the enemy. The hunt for USS Stonewall Jackson.
On the icecap, off Northern Greenland.
Lieutenant Rice pulled up to a stop, and the platoon pulled up too.
“Chief Konerko. Try raising the drone, it should be here by now.”
Konerko took off his comms set and set the controls to flash a signal for the MQ-4C Triton drone. If it was here, it’d be circling at 40,000 feet or so. He tried several times, to no avail, then there it was.
“Sir, we’ve got contact. It wants me to enter part one of my verification code. I’m sending it now.”
The flashing signal light showed the drone was still broadcasting.
“Signal sent, sir. It has my PIN, it’ll pass this back to the Naval Air Station Jacksonville in Florida.”
The SEALs waited in the blowing biting wind cutting through the Arctic darkness. Rice pushed his mitts into his side chest pockets and hunkered down against the bitter wind. Time passed.
“Sir, the Triton’s acknowledged us. It’s asking for your PIN and mine.”
Rice keyed in his PIN and Konerko typed in his.
“Has it accepted them?”
“No, sir, it has to go back to Jacksonville with them and they’ll need to go to Special Operations Command at Mac Dill AFB. There, the duty Operations Officer will need to check them.”
Rice huddled down away from the wind. “Dear shit. What a SNAFU.”
* * *
Afterburners lit and the two Saturn AL-31F turbofans, generating 55,000lbs of thrust, forced the SU-34 down the runway and skyward, up into the low cloud base of the Kola peninsula, far Northern Russia.
Major Kornukoff rolled the fighter bomber left and climbed to 30,000 feet for the transit to the combat air patrol zone north of Greenland. To his right-hand side sat Lieutenant Elena Orlova.
“Sir, selected waypoint four, come to vector 282. I have a sat con on Momma barmaid one.”
“Copy, Elena.” He engaged WP 4 the rendezvous point with the Il-78 in-flight tanker.
Kornukoff was surprised at how far west the patrol position was, but he’d been told it would be a regular operating area for some time. The patrol was weapons state three. That was: if it walks like a duck, quacks like a duck, it is a duck. Shoot it. NATO contacts were on open season. He knew this was unusual, especially for an operating area so far west, but ops had been specific; it had come from upstairs apparently.
Kornukoff had been a single seat fighter jockey on the SU-30 and saw the 34 as a fat, bulky thing, but it came from the same basic design as the SU-27. He’d found it wonderful once you’d adapted, and sharing the workload with someone sat next to you was surprisingly good.
For this flight he’d a mixture of air to air and air to ground weapons. KAB-500 laser and satellite guided bombs and for air to air work the short range R73 Archer and the medium/long range Vympel R-77 Adder.
After a long cruise, they approached the Ilyushin tanker.
“Momma barmaid one this is Dog one. Over.”
“Dog one, you are go for approach, Momma barmaid over.”
The SU-34 took on fuel and continued west. As they approached the play box, Orlova adjusted the controls on her V004 passive phased array radar.
“Distant contact, sir. Come to 267 degrees. Refining.”
She followed the contact, noting its speed, direction and altitude. Orlova engaged the UKR-RT SIGINT system. It wasn’t a large aircraft but not very small either, flying high altitude. Too little information for an ID yet.
She watched and ran it through the targeting computer; it came through with some silly possibilities. They got closer and it became possible to monitor some signal traffic from the aircraft.
At a location high over the icecap north of Greenland, the contact went into an orbit. That and the traffic that was almost certainly satellite-bound, finally gave the game away. Orlova tensed and licked her lips. She waited for another communication burst from the contact.
“Sir, I have an ID on the contact. Near certain it’s a MQ-4C Triton UAV. The targeting computer also agrees and returns a 97 % probability. It’s up there to act as a search and communications drone. I’m going to pass the ID back to air group north and confirm.”
She waited several minutes, and the confirmation came through along with a reminder of their weapons state. She checked the contacts position; approximately 80 kilometres away.
“Confirmation by air group north. Am selecting R77.”
The screen’s radar return became an air engagement display.
“Sir, R77 engaged. Your call, sir.”
Kornukoff knew there was only one way to go; his orders had outlined that.
“Engage contact. Release.”
Orlova ran her eye over the board one more time. Then reached out and pressed master arm on. R77 selected. The contact flashed red on the screen. She pressed release.
The missile fell from its underwing hardpoint. Through the cockpit window, she saw it rush off into the sky ahead. The missile’s solid rocket boost motor soon ran out and the ramjet kicked in. The missile soon reached its Mach 4 cruise speed, and picked up on the midcourse correction. As it neared the target, the terminal active radar and IR seeker activated. Finally, the target merged in with the no escape zone and then…
The R77 ran in a Mach 4, it struck the port wing and detonated 22 kilograms of high explosive. The Triton was ripped into three parts and fell onto the white wilderness below. She waited for the V004 passive phased array radar to confirm what she already knew.
“Target destroyed, sir.”
“Good shooting.”
He turned the aircraft and entered the standard patrol pattern. Just under two hours to go and then it would be a top up from Momma barmaid and then home.
* * *
An icy wind blew from the west, it sucked the life out of anyone out on the desolate dark white cap.
“Anything yet from our friend up there?” Lt Rice asked Konerko.
“No, sir, it should have by now. In fact, it should have several minutes ago. Sir, I think we have to assume it’s unserviceable.”
Rice nodded. Bastard.
“Right, let’s get on our way then.”
The troop stood and they pushed their way west. One ski after another, push left, push right. On into the white death zone skiied the 20.
Nineteen men and one woman pushed into the cutting wind. Alone up here, with the Russian VDV hunting them; it chilled the soul. They pressed on towards CFB Alert, far away to the west.
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Forty miles to the east of SEAL force north.
To anyone looking, up there in the white desolation, there was something odd. It was a black submarine sail protruding from the windswept, snow-covered icefield, an oddly human object out in an open desolate place.
USS Stonewall Jackson’s batteries were now close to full charge. It was Mexican night in her galley. Sailors dined, laughed and joked in the only Mexican restaurant in this part of the world. Few of them thought of the white hell zone outside.
In the control room, Lieutenant Commander Lemineux turned to Nathan.
“Sir, we have a call on Gertrude.”
This was an acoustic short-range device allowing personnel to speak to each other whilst submerged. He picked up the set.
“Commander Blake USN.”
“Hi, Commander. It’s Captain Doug Stanley, USS Minnesota. I believe you have red bastards up here you want some help with?”
“Captain Stanley. Welcome to the cold place. Yes, we’re expecting they’ll be along soon, sir.”
“Nathan, I outrank you, but Kamov tells me that you’re in command of operation Ninety Degrees North. That suits me, Blake; just let me at ’em. I eat Soviets for breakfast.”
“Good to know that we’re fighting alongside the Minnesota, sir. It’s an honour.”
“Just tell me where they are, and I’ll fillet the bastards. If you see Ivan, tell him his nuts are on my chopping board.”
Nathan laughed.
“USS Tucson will be here very soon, and USS 73 Easting will follow in a couple of days.”
Nathan nodded; there were some good boats on their way.
“We’re fully charged now, Stanley, and we’ll be down with you soon. We know they’ll be coming from the Polyarny Inlet, so I’m going to meet them as far east as I can. My plan is an ambush: lay in wait and then slaughter them.”
“Sounds good to me. Blake, Admiral Hayek of Pacific Fleet is sending USS Key West and USS Oklahoma City out; USS Chicago won’t be much behind. Anything heading here from Petropavlovsk will face a nasty foe.”
“Good, sir. That’s a help. Northern Fleet will be along soon and I’m sure Pacific Fleet will be joining them.”
“Nathan,” Stanley paused, “it’s your call but let me know where you’ll be, and I’ll wait here for USS Tucson and join the party soon.”
“Right, I’ll put Lieutenant Koss on, our Navigation Officer.”
“I’ll put Blind Sally on too. They can talk the talk. Good luck, Blake.”
“Thanks, sir.” Nathan held the handset out. “Koss, call for you from Blind Sally on Minnesota.”
SEAL force North. Arctic icecap.
The 20 of them pushed on against the cutting wind. Lieutenant Rice knew this was a lost cause; CFB Alert was just too far away. Hundreds of miles of unforgiving cold white death. But they had to have a reason to keep going, otherwise they’d all be found up here one day mummified in their Arctic whites.
The only hope was another drone, and he knew that would take time. His fellow SEALs wouldn’t let the Navy brass forget them. They had friends in this world; it was all they had.
“Sir, listen,” said Whitt.
He listened. Just the blowing wind. It was all he could… Then, there it was, aircraft engines, and low too.
“There, sir,” Whitt pointed.
A flare trailed smoke and illuminated the parachute above. A man was parachuting down. Then there were more of them, and every third had a flare glowing, smoking downwards. Had the drone passed on their position to MacDill? Was this their rescue force? Yet another aircraft was dropping a second stick of paratroopers slightly further north.
Two of his men cheered. More followed. Rice broke out into a grin. Yes, yes.
“Come on down, boys. The water’s lovely,” shouted an operator to his left.
“Get a flare gun. Give them a position,” shouted Operator Ford.
One of the aircraft had dropped its stick and circled around. It passed overhead low. Rice’s aircraft recognition skills weren’t the best; it was a turboprop he knew. It looked like an Air Force Hercules. Rice laughed. Even the US Air Force had got out of their warm bunks to join in.
A SEAL skiied up to him; hard to say who it was with snow goggles on and his hood pulled up and down, all flecked with ice.
“Sir,” said Konerko, dejected. “That was an Ilyushin. It’s dropping more of the bastards.”
“Belay that flare,” shouted Rice. “It’s a Russian aircraft. They’re dropping more of the Goddamn VDV.”
Dear shit, thought Rice, that’s just what we needed.
He knew it was time to decide; their lives and the mission depended on it. He called together his NCOs. They gathered and squatted down.
“Ok, if you’ve been on exchange with the SAS, you’ll know what this is: a Chinese Parliament. If you haven’t, just say what you want. Anything goes.”
“I want a hot broad and a beach, sir,” said Operator Melenko.
Rice smiled. “If you can find a payphone up here, just call 1-800 H-O-T-B-R-O-A-D-S.”
“Sir, we double back. Let the Russians go west after us.”
“We don’t know for sure that they know we’re heading west.”
The discussion went on; Rice listened. A consensus slowly emerged. It was a small team to take the scientist and the Mossad officer onwards towards alert. The rest would stay and take out as many VDV as possible.
“Ok,” said Rice, “personnel for this. I really, really want to stay, but I’d be keel hauled by upstairs if I did. So the escape party will be Nils, Marjan, me, Konerko and Carrack.”
“Let me lead the killing force, sir,” said Whitt.
Rice nodded. “The rest of you remain behind to kill as many VDV as possible. Platoon Chief Whitt will be your OC.”
Rice gathered his party together and called over to Whitt, who was already briefing his men.
“Good luck, Whitt. God speed.”
They pushed off to the west, and Rice, for one, had a heavy heart.
USS Stonewall Jackson.
“Take her down, XO.” Nathan stood back.
“Chief,” said Nikki, “go up the sail and grab a last smoke and then shut the hatch.”
The Chief disappeared aft. A few minutes later he was back. “Upper and lower hatches closed, sir.”
“Thanks.” She activated the intercom.
“Yes, sir?”
“Chief Engineer, are we charged?”
“Yes, ma’am, all set.”
“Pull the masts down. We’re submerging. Planesman, trim for 100 feet, fore and aft.”
“Aye, sir, 100 feet.”
The boat slipped slowly deeper and the sail disappeared from the icecap.
“One hundred feet, sir.”
“Make your bearing 85 degrees, depth 250, speed 12 knots.” The boat tilted to the bow and slid deeper under the ice.
A couple of minutes later, she came level.
“250 feet, sir, 85 at 12 knots.”
She turned to Nathan. “Commander, the boat is clear of the ice, sir.”
“Thanks, Nikki. Weaps, war load status.”
“One to four Mk48, five being loaded with Deputy Dawg, tube six Scooby, sir.”
Nathan rubbed his temples, he felt tired and he knew it would be a hard time down there. “Weaps, you have the conn. I’m going to grab some sleep. Nikki, come on, meeting now.”
They entered Nathan’s cabin, and he pulled the bunk down and undressed down to his shorts and tee-shirt then climbed into his bunk.
“Nikki, what are you waiting for?”
“What? Here?” She hesitated, then started to unbutton her coverall.
“Not that.” He grinned. “Sit on the chair.”
“Nathan, don’t do that. You had me there.” She hit him lightly with the back of her fist.
“I didn’t.” He frowned. “We need to talk tactics. What do we do when we get down there?”
“You’re a tease,” she pouted.
He knew the situation in hand came first. “I’d like to see a survey of the under-ice environment, valleys, peaks etc. I’d like to set up good ambush and know the hiding points, but you know how it is.”
“Yeah, constantly changing, features forming and being stretched out and reforming somewhere else. We could advance to the area and see what there is?”
“We could, Nik, but now we have company. We haven’t the time to map out all the reverse topography up there. I favour going deep and silent, linking up with the Minnesota and the Tucson, and waiting for them to come through. When we engage, it’ll be every boat for itself. I know you asked the National Ice Center for a FLAP analysis of new ice leads; I saw it in the log. Any luck? Where can we come up onto the lid to charge?”
“There’s a couple of possibilities, but they don’t look strong. Our sister ship, the 73 Easting, will be here soon; she’ll be in the same position.”
He rubbed his chin. “Yeah, there’s an idea forming, but let me think it through first. I’m going to get some sleep now. See what you can figure out.” She buttoned up, leaned over and kissed him. “Sleep well, babe.”
“Night.” He watched her leave. Dear God, what a temptation. Nathan, she’s your XO. He shook his head but had to smile; life could be difficult. Come on, sleep. He was tired and it didn’t take long; he was out quickly, like the proverbial light.
* * *
Thule AFB in Northern Greenland hadn’t seen the like since the sixties. C17 Globemasters were the first, landing men and equipment along with stores. The airbase was taking on a new role as principal control for the new pivot to the north. F35s followed them in, dispersing to whatever shelters there were. Huge tent hangers were flown in and erected as the base mushroomed in size. Aircraft flew in and out around the clock. Naval supply ships gathered off the coast. Patriot air defence missile batteries took up positions around the outsides of the base.
Keflavik in Iceland also saw the first USAF aircraft in decades fly in. Here, it was mostly tankers and F15 Strike Eagles.
The carriers Gerald R Ford and John F Kennedy sailed into the Denmark Strait between Greenland and Iceland, with the Nimitz class Harry S Truman hastily being prepared to sail.
* * *
The woman sat in a seat on the right-hand side of the aircraft. A girl tended to her makeup and hair. She wore a headset with a microphone running over her mouth from the left ear.
“You’re good to go, Hanna.”
Two cameras were set up, one pointing at her; the other looked out of the aircraft window in the seat behind.
They were on an Airbus A320 chartered from Scandinavian Air System flying into the Barents Sea from Lulea, Northern Sweden.
A man stood to one side. “Ready, four, three, two, one, action.”
She smiled at the camera. “Good morning, Sweden, today. I’m here over the Barents Sea, covering the largest international crisis ever to hit this part of the world. The Russian Navy is mobilising down below and moving up towards the Arctic icecap. Witnesses tell us that Murmansk Fjord and Archangelsk are a buzz with activity. We can’t verify this as the two areas are closed, as the Russians say.
“Ships and submarines are putting to sea and being readied to move out. It’s a long way from here, but we’re told that United States forces are taking up positions in Greenland and Iceland. It’s difficult to know why, but there’s talk in Norway that it started with an air engagement off the northern coast between the Norwegian and Russian Air Forces, both of whom lost aircraft. NATO has declared northern Norway a no-fly zone and we had to fly into the Atlantic near the Norwegian town of Bodo and circle around to the north and east.
“There’s long been talk of Russia’s bid to control the Arctic, and this seems the ultimate cause.
“There’s talk in some quarters of troops being parachuted in and landed by submarine on the icecap itself, but I’m told this is fanciful talk. The fleet is mobilising for certain; we can see warships at sea below.”
The camera looked down out of the window at warships sailing north.
“Not since the Cold War has military muscle been flexed up… Just a moment, wait. There it is; yes, I can see it.”
The camera zoomed into a large warship with a prominent bow.
“We were told that the Kirov class battle cruiser Pyotr Velikiy, the Peter the Great, has sailed, and there she is. One of the world’s most powerful warships.”
The camera zoomed in further. Suddenly the view was covered by a Sukhoi SU-30, a Russian fighter. It waved its wings and made an even tighter advance towards the Airbus’s windows.
The reporter, now with the fighter in the background, looked at the camera.
“We know exactly what that means. Get away from here; we’re not welcome.”
The A320 banked to the left and flew away to the west.
“You’ve seen what’s going on up here and, believe me, it’s ugly and getting worse. We’ve been informed that our armed forces, the Flygvapnet, Svenska Marinen, Armén, are on alert. This is Hanna Vitali, for your news, your nation, your Sweden, today.”
* * *
Nathan awoke and dressed, and walked back aft to the galley for breakfast.
A young dark-haired girl smiled at him. “Hello, sir. Here for your normal cheese omelette and coffee?”
“Sounds good to me.”
He sat next to Kate LeDonns, a Lieutenant in Engineering. She got up and brought his food to him when it was ready.
He smiled. “To what do I owe this?”
“I can see you just got up, sir, and we need you in good shape. We’re under the ice, aren’t we, sir?”
“Yes. Is the word around?”
“It is, and I believe we’re not alone either. The Big Bad Wolf is out there.”
Nathan grinned. He always found it amazing that you couldn’t keep much from the crew. He remembered his time as a junior officer on USS New York City; it had been the same. All the clues from various sources added up and a picture emerged.
“Kate, have you seen Miss Kaminski recently?” He knew she was a friend of Nikki’s.
“Yes, she still speaks to me even after her promotion.” Kate gave him a knowing smile. “She’s enjoying the new job. She says her duties have expanded, but it suits her, I know. I suppose if I were a man, sir, I could think of worse people to put me to bed than Nikki.”
Nathan put on his best poker face. “I suppose so.” He finished his breakfast. “Well, I’d better be off Lieutenant. See you around.”
“See you, sir.”
Nathan left and shook his head. You couldn’t fit a piece of paper between her and Nikki.
In the control room, Weaps looked over at him.
“You have the conn, sir.”
“I have the conn. Where are we?”
“Approaching 150 miles from the eastern ice edge. No contacts.”
Nathan walked over to the chart display. We’ll get closer yet. He watched the crew go about their business.
“Sir, we’re 15 miles from Datum one,” said Koss.
“Thanks.” He let the boat get to around three miles of Datum one: their rendezvous location with the other boats.
“Planesman, down bubble five, trim for slow descent, make your depth 850 feet.”
“Sir, down five, 850 feet.”
USS Stonewall Jackson made her slow dive deeper into the Arctic Sea.
After long minutes, the Planesman called out, “Eight hundred and fifty feet, sir.”
“Thanks, Planesman. Koss, what’s our bearing for datum one?”
“Ninety seven degrees, sir. Two point two miles.”
“Make 97 degrees. Call out the position, Koss.”
The boat sailed on through the blackness, bound for that point in the deeps, that point in the blackness that’d been picked as their start point.
“Datum one, sir.”
“All stop. Maintain depth.”
The boat hung in the silent darkness, waiting.
After around two hours, Benson called, “We have a call on Gertrude, sir. It’s Minnesota.”
Nathan picked up the handset. “Commander Blake USN.”
“Blake, it’s Stanley. We have Tucson with us to port. Any sign of the bad guys?”
“No, not yet. My sonar wizard has picked up some traces, but not enough yet.”
“We’ve been dragging the low frequency wire. Fleet says maybe eight or nine boats are coming from the enemy coast, Yasens and Akulas. USS 73 Easting is coming from the south and USS Connecticut and USS Santa Fe are heading here. They’ll be about six hours yet.”
Nathan raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t think they’d be here so quick.”
“They worked at it around the clock. Didn’t want to miss the big one.”
“Stanley, any word from the Pacific Fleet?”
“Yes, Ivan sent two boats out from Petropavlovsk. USS Key West and USS Oklahoma City are playing doctors and nurses with them.”
Nathan laughed. “We’ll hang out quietly here until we hear them. That way we can speak on Gertrude when we hear them.”
“Ok, Nathan, will do. Minnesota ends.”
He also thought it would be a good idea to have a planning session with Nikki when she awoke. He looked at the time. If she wasn’t up by 17.00, he’d give her a shake.
“Benson?”
“I know, sir, you want to know if Ivan’s taking a morning dump.”
Three big ears hung 850 feet down in the blackness. They looked like bow sonars, listening, waiting. Waiting for the Russian Northern Fleet. They’d be here, that was for sure. When they did arrive, they’d be up against demons of the deep and it’d be bad, very bad.
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An hour later, in USS Stonewall Jackson’s control room, the Virginia Visionary reported.
“Sir, I have definite contacts: two or three Akulas and one Yasen. They’re up among the ice ridges. The signal’s strengthening and then fading. Bearing 32 degrees.”
And so it begins, thought Nathan.
The battles of Salamis, Trafalgar and Midway were fought in sight of each other; the wind, cloud cover and tides played a part.
Here, unseen in the darkness, tomb black and cold, this is where the Arctic battle would be decided.
The Battle of 85 Degrees North.
“Give me your best positions, Koss. Where are they?”
The Navigation Officer pointed to the chart display. “Around here, sir. It looks like route one from Murmansk. They got here as fast as they could.”
Nikki walked into the control room.
“You look like you need a coffee, XO.”
“I’m ok, sir. I’ll get one later.”
“No, now. Follow me.”
They walked into the galley, got two coffees and sat.
“We have at least three enemy boats coming our way from the cap edge; no doubt there’ll be more. Minnesota and Tucson are close by. Apparently USS Santa Fe, Connecticut and 73 Easting are less than ten hours away.”
She yawned. “How far are we from the icecap edge?”
“About 130 miles.” He grinned at her cute, sleepy-head expression. “Tactics? I’d like to know what Miss Georgia would do?”
She smiled. “Then you better ask her, but don’t let me see you near her. If you ask me…” She thought about it looking into her coffee. “What is it about coffee in the morning? It’s the smell.”
“Yeah,” he replied, “that and Napalm.”
Nikki rolled her eyes. “Use our strength, we’re quiet.” She smiled. “He won’t know we’re there. Might also be a good time to let the dogs off the leash.”
Nathan nodded.
“Have you decided what to do with Minnesota and Tucson?”
“Not yet. I’d like to wait on the other two nukes, but we haven’t time.”
“How about using them in flanking attacks, Nathan?”
“Yeah, sounds good. Putting us up close to the Russian boats will help as we’ll be close to the edge of the ice; we’ll need power at some point. And it fits into what I have in mind for 73 Easting.” Nathan outlined his plan.
She smirked. “Ok, good, that could work.”
They returned to the control room.
“Lemineux, get Minnesota on Gertrude.”
The Communications Officer set up the link, and Nathan picked up the handset.
“Captain Stanley, USN.”
“Hi, Blake here. I’m going to advance up towards them. I’d like the pair of you to carry out a flanking attack. I’d like to wait for the other two, but we’ve not enough time. I need you to stream the wire and relay something to 73 Easting.”
“Ok, we’ll outflank them. What’s your message?”
Nathan explained his plan.
“We’ll transmit that on our way to meet Ivan. Minnesota end transmission.”
Nathan looked around his control room. The crew were all staring into screens concentrating. They were a good, competent crew; one of the best in the Navy. It was his job to take them into battle and lead them safely home. He felt the weight of that awesome responsibility; that and a little fear. Could he do it?
Admiral Kamov, the CNO himself, had placed him in command of operation Ninety Degrees North.
He remembered his time on USS NYC; what would Captain Franks do?
Franks would consider the strengths and weaknesses of both sides and play to one, and avoid, if possible, the other.
He was in command of a submarine fleet. Did Kamov realise what he’d done?
As Fleet Commander, his big negative was communication. Modern communications were totally out of the window; even radio like the Second World War was fantasy. The ships of the line, like the ones at Trafalgar or the Battle of the Nile, had signal flags they could raise and lower to transmit quite complex orders.
Here, there was no line of sight; there were pulsed sonar codes, but they would give away their position. There was passive sonar: you’d have some idea of where your allies and enemies were and what they were doing, but that was it. You have superb hearing and that’s all you have.
Submarine warfare down there was like fighting in the old Greek Triremes. The Greeks had no highly developed signal flags like those used at Trafalgar. They could see what their own and enemy vessels were up to, and that was it. Here, if you switched sight for sound, you had a similar system.
An attack submarine is one of the world’s most sophisticated warships, but wanders about half blind. They were blind, but armed to the teeth in a darkened room with other blind enemies, equally well armed. Nathan knew it was a battle for idiots or submariners only.
“Planesman, come to bearing 32 degrees, trim for slow ascent, up bubble ten, speed eight knots, make your depth 400 feet.”
“Thirty two degrees, 400 feet at eight knots. Aye, sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson slowly climbed up towards the foe.
“Four hundred feet, sir.”
“Make speed six knots.”
The boat slowly inched forward.
“Benson, give me a sitrep on our targets.”
Benson looked over with a faint smile. “Sir, forward of us are two hanging ridges; we have an Akula in each. I have a good return on the left-side one, but no current return on the right side. The channels are separated by approximately half a mile. They’re both there, but the channels twist and turn, so we see them and then they’re hidden. Range on left-most contact is three point seven miles; the other’s about a half mile behind.”
“Weaps, designate left contact as Tango 1, right contact as Tango 2. Calculate a firing solution on each. Flood tubes one and two.”
The Weapons Officer went to work. “Sir, Tango 1 and 2 are targeted. Unreliable solution on two, as the channel is hiding him intermittently.”
Maybe we can put temptation in his path, thought Nathan.
“Weaps, flood five, open outer doors, launch Deputy Dawg when ready. Bring him to the right and advance towards Tango 2.”
“Sir.”
The Pointer made its way through the darkness. Above were the hanging ice ridges. Slowly it headed to where Tango 2 advanced down the twisting valley.
“Sitrep, Benson?”
“Sir, Tango 1 is now fully visible most of the time; it’s nearing the end of the valley. Tango 2 makes an occasional appearance as it advances. Deputy Dawg is around a mile away from him and 600 feet deeper.”
This was going to be tricky.
“Weaps, open outer doors, tubes one and two.”
The Weapons Officer set up the controls and looked down for a few moments. He knew what was coming.
“Deputy Dawg, increase speed to 17 knots. Emergency dive.”
“The dog is diving, sir. Eleven hundred feet and diving.”
“Bring him to the south, away from Tango 2’s valley.”
“Dog is heading 175 degrees, 1,300 feet. Sir, wait one… wait.”
The seconds ticked by… would Tango 2 take the bait?
“Sir, Tango 2 is diving; he’s flooding a tube. Turning south, he’s after Deputy Dawg.”
Come on Tango 2, dive, dive.
“Tango 2 is clearing the valley, he’s diving.”
“Weaps, launch tube 1 on Tango 1.”
The Weapons Officer looked up puzzled, but pressed the console buttons. Why were they going for the left-most Akula, and not the one now after the Pointer?
“Tube 1 launch, fish is running and hungry.”
“Depth on Tango 2?”
“Fifteen hundred feet. Deputy Dawg is 2,200 feet.”
“Launch tube 2 on Tango 2.”
“Tube 2 launch, sir, fish is running and hungry.”
Blake had played his cards; there were now two Mk48s in the water, running for the two Akulas.
Tube 1’s fish, a Mk48 CBASS, ran along the inverted ice canyon facing its prey: an Akula running towards it down the canyon. Its swashplate piston engine propelled it at 53mph down the centreline.
The ice walls smoothly reached down into the depths. Imagine the grand canyon inverted, with a missile flying down its center; that was the scene. The Mk48 fish turned left and right as it ran along the ice canyon. The fish was now closing on its prey; it was time to enter the terminal phase. It activated its phased array sonar to home in on the Akula.
The CBASS variant increased sonar bandwidth, transmitting and receiving pings over wideband, and its broadband signal processing techniques had improved search, acquisition, and attack. The CBASS is more resistant to enemy countermeasures and the torpedo's sensors can monitor the target’s electrical and magnetic fields — these are used to sense the metallic mass of the submarine’s hull.
The Akula launched its countermeasures, spinning and off gassing to port. These were defeated by the fish’s ability to detect the mass of the hull. The Mk48 slammed into the bow, and 650lb of high explosive ripped open the forward end of the Russian boat.
She blew a huge gas bubble into the sea, the control room was torn open, and over half of her crew died instantly. The Akula sank into the cold depths, away from sight, the first casualty of the battle of 85 Degrees North.
“Fish has gone terminal on Tango 2, pinging, pinging. He’s released countermeasures. Fish closing.”
The Mk48 wasn’t fooled; the hungry fish slammed home.
Benson stood. “Yes, hot datum. Eat that, Ivan.”
Nathan let a breath out and looked at Nikki. She looked relieved too.
“Wow, Nikki, my heart’s just about slowing now.”
She smiled and laughed.
He knew there were more down here though, but where?
“Sir, contact, contact,” said Benson. “Probable Yasen coming in from the northwest. Fast, over 15 knots, range four miles. One active ping, sir, he has us.”
“Weaps, designate Tango 3, get me a firing solution. Flood tube three, open outer doors.”
“Yes, sir.”
The battle raged; the hunter had become the hunted.
85 Degrees North had become a survival game; one USS Stonewall Jackson had to win.
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SEAL force North. Arctic icecap.
“Keep down, but keep your eyes out there; he’s coming. When you see Ivan, give him the good news.”
“Will do, sir.”
Platoon Chief Whitt swished off on his skis to the right wing of his force. He’d opted for left- and right-hand teams of snipers with a central force that could switch sides depending on who faced the most opposition. Eventually, he came to the first man of the right wing of his blocking force.
“Any sign?”
“Quiet so far. We’ll stop the bastards when they arrive.”
Whitt left; presently he found Operator Ford who he’d given command of this wing.
“Hi, sir. No sign yet.”
“He’ll be along soon. All ok?”
“Yep, I couldn’t be better.”
Whitt grinned and left for the centre force, where he’d positioned himself.
One of the outliers of the north-side team was Operator Maris of Montana, a two-year SEAL; he’d applied from the 10th Mountain Division. Maris shivered. They told him he should be used to this; he’d spent most of his time stationed in Alaska. Maris knew you never got used to it being this cold. He took a look through his binoculars.
“What?”
There in the distance skiied two men. They pulled on their poles coming in his approximate direction, wearing packs and had what may be rifles on slings. The men wore the Arctic whites worn by soldiers deployed up here worldwide. He knew this was the opposition.
Maris was laid behind a snowbank, and he brought up his M4 rifle with its scope attached. He lined up on the leftmost man and squeezed the trigger, crack crack. The man fell.
He aimed at the next man, who was taking cover, and got two more rounds off. Crack crack. The man spun around and fell. A man to his right, out of sight, fired off his own rounds.
To the right, Ford’s men were under pressure. They’d dropped Russian VDV, but still they came on forwards. Rounds had ripped into them and SEALs had been dropped and killed.
“Sukky, let Whitt know we’re in need of reinforcements.”
The Operator took out his communication set and called out to Whitt’s force.
“Fox one from Fox three, over.”
“Fox three, Fox one, over.”
“We have…” There was a singing zip and a slap sound.
Ford looked at his radioman. He was face down in the snow with the back of his head missing. Grey and red splatters covered the snow behind him.
Ford grabbed the handset and kept down. “Fox one, we are under extreme pressure. Require assistance, over.”
“Copy, Fox three; wait one.” Twenty seconds later the voice came back on. “Hold your position, Fox three; help is on its way.”
“Copy, Fox one.”
Ford rolled over, sighted a man and fired twice. More enemy rounds came in. He felt down for his grenades; soon they’d be close enough for that.
He heard rounds cracking off around him and men shouting. The fight was in full flow. Ford knew they were outnumbered, but they were in good defensive positions and, after all, they were fucking SEALs.
USS Stonewall Jackson.
“The Yasen’s still running in fast from the northwest, sir. He’s too fast to hear, but he must have flooded a tube and opened outer doors; he’ll be getting ready a Type 53.”
Nathan thought fast. An emergency deep command would be the normal response, but this bastard was fast. That’s it.
“Planesman, all ahead full. Trim and make your depth 400 feet. Koss, get a bearing to Tango 1’s canyon.”
“Ninety two degrees, sir.”
“Planesman, make your heading 93 degrees.” Nathan barked his commands. “Weaps, ping the ice wall to refine the heading.”
“One ping, 94.5 degrees returned, sir.”
“Go for it, Planesman, steer 94.5. All ahead full.”
The boat raced for the ice wall and the open canyon.
Benson called out with a stressed voice. “Type 53 in the water, incoming.”
USS Stonewall Jackson entered the ice canyon, and the walls rushed by as she headed down the inverted canyon.
Benson listed to the return from their drives.
“Right turn coming up.”
“Planesman, ready.”
“Turn now, sir.”
“Do as he says, Planesman.”
The boat leaned to the right and pulled Gs as the crew held on to rails or hand holds; some wore harness restraints. Nikki looked at him, stressed.
“As far as the fish is concerned, we’ll have disappeared, Nik.”
“Left turn coming up, sir.”
“Call it, Planesman. Listen to Benson; turn on his command.”
“Sir.”
The seconds ran by. Benson waited, listening to the underwater world, his home.
“Turn, now.”
The boat heeled to the left and the crew held on.
“Nathan,” said Nikki, “it may be time we put Lucy on the job. Maybe she can whisper sweet nothings to the fish.”
Nathan smiled and nodded. “Benson, stream the tail. Let Lucy out.”
Benson deployed the towed array sonar.
The towed array sonar, nicknamed Lucy Lure, was towed kilometres behind the boat. The high priests of underwater deception, L-3 Chesapeake Sciences Corp, had produced a secret device so covert that not even the Captain or any of the crew knew just how it worked. They were simply under instruction to feed it with power, connect it to the CRAY sensor computer, then listen to what it told them.
It will listen, jam, and lure enemy torpedoes. The sonar community was in awe of Lucy.
Nathan knew they’d have to leave the canyon at some point, and Lucy would vastly improve their detection ability. She could act as a lure and jammer.
USS Stonewall Jackson now raced down the canyon with the lure trailing behind her. With any luck the Yasen would have lost her in here.
“Shit, shit,” said Benson. “The fish has turned into the canyon. It’s still after us.”
The Weapons Officer thought the situation through. “Sir, we could use Lucy to make him think we’re much further behind than we are, then eject the countermeasures. The Type 53 has a proximity fuse. It may think it’s very close with the countermeasures going off, and pull the towed array in quickly, so it doesn’t get damaged.”
Nikki shook her head. “We’d have to do it exactly right or we’d lose the lure.”
“Better the lure than us, sir.”
“Yes, Weaps, but I don’t like it. Better to get very close to one wall and eject countermeasures to the opposite side.”
Nathan wasn’t happy with either solution, but maybe that’s all they had. Then…
“Weaps? What mines do we have aboard?”
“CAPTOR mines, just four of them.”
Nathan smirked. This might be it. “No. What about those Japanese mines the JSDF gave us?”
Weaps thought for a while. “You mean those oscillating mines, the CM7s? We used one during trials, we’ve one left. But they’re years old. They were a drift mine, not tethered, hydrostatically-controlled to maintain a pre-set depth. But they were set up so that they’d explode due to a quick change in depth; it might mean a passing ship.”
“So what if we lay one behind us? What would a passing submarine do to the hydrostatic pressure?”
“Jeez, we’d need to be lucky. Maybe not, though; we are in a confined space. Yes, sir, it might work, but they’re old. They’re 1960s Japanese Self Defence Force.”
Blake knew it was worth a try. “It’s a chance. Get one in tube five, set for our current depth and deploy.”
Weaps smiled. “I hope it goes off. It’s old.”
“And, Weaps, get Lucy wound back in.”
The mine was dug out from the rear of the weapons store and loaded into tube five.
Benson called out, “Fish gaining, Type 53 now 0.6 miles behind and gaining.”
“Mine ready, sir.”
“Deploy it, Weaps.”
Weaps flooded the tube, opened the doors and ejected the mine. There was a clunk on the hull as the mine made contact. The room looked around nervously as there was another clunk further aft.
“Jesus H Christ,” said the Chief.
“It’s pressure activated,” said Weaps. “Relax.”
A minute passed by.
“Lucy is now rewound and safe.”
“Fish, 0.25 miles from the mine. Closing.”
Nathan decided he’d assume that it wouldn’t work. “Ready countermeasures starboard side. Come 100 meters to port.”
The boat moved up to the canyon’s left-hand side. The ice wall sped past, alarmingly close.
“Fish 300 meters to the mine, 200, 100.”
There was a pause and then the rear of the boat was pushed up like a toy. There was a hull-shaking boom and the sea boiled.
The boat was thrown around the boiling, churning sea. Crew were thrown across the room. The cabin lights blacked out and then the auto red night lights came on. Gradually the boat settled.
“Damage control report, Chief,” barked Nathan.
“Sir.” The Chief disappeared back aft.
“Benson, the fish?”
“No contact, sir.” He grinned. “I think we got it. Goddamn it, we got it.” Benson laughed.
The crew breathed again with relief.
Nikki smiled across the room at Nathan. “You lucky bastard, sir.”
Nathan grinned at her. He knew it wasn’t over yet.
“Weaps, stream the lure. Get Lucy out there and sniffing. Planesman, down bubble 20, trim for descent, make your depth 700 feet, come about to 280 degrees.” Nathan fixed his team one by one with a hard stare. “People, we still have a Yasen class out there.” Nathan walked over to the Weapon Officer’s station. “I want four Mk48s in tubes. Do we still have contact with Deputy Dawg?”
The main lighting came back on.
“Yes, we do, sir. I don’t know how the hell we have. The control computer on the Pointer does receive positional information from us; it must have kept Deputy Dawg close enough. We are still linked by the wire.”
“Benson, what’s the Yasen up to?”
Benson ran his finger over the controls and studied his dripping oil screen. “Nothing, sir, it’s quiet out there. Lucy and the Dawg aren’t picking anything up either.”
He walked over to the XO’s station.
“This stinks, Nikki. He hasn’t just disappeared.”
She leaned close. “He could have gone deep. Or just done an all stop and could be nearby waiting for us. Holy shit, he could have decided to back off and plan his next attack more carefully. I just don’t know. I’m useless.”
“No, Nikki, you’re not. We just don’t know. It’s like a dark room with a chessboard lit by a desk lamp in the middle. You want to stop your opponent playing. If you see his arm reach out to the board making a move you can slice it off with your sword; he can do the same to you. You both must play the game, and distraction is possible. You can guess where he is, but it’s just a guess. If you reach out to play, will he slice your arm off? Can you slice his off?”
She nodded. “That’s about it. Where did you learn that?”
“His name was Captain Franks, USS NYC.”
Nathan thought it through. The Yasen was probably stopped somewhere, listening, hoping to detect them. How can I flush him out? Vodka might do it, but that’s not an op…
“Sir, I heard a venting and flooding of ballast tanks from the north. I think it’s him, he’s coming down from the icecap.”
“Weaps, get a firing solution on him.”
“Shit,” said Benson, taking off his headphones. “Loud bastard, he just pinged us.”
“Solution laid in.”
“Flood tube, open doors, fire when ready.”
The Weapons Officer set up his controls. He didn’t have to wait long. “Launch tube two, fish running and hungry.”
“Planesman, vent for rapid ascent. Go.”
Nathan had to get the boat up into the canyon again and hide; let the fish seek out the enemy. USS Stonewall Jackson rose up into the canyon and held her position. She was hiding and facing west, the seaward entrance was about half a mile down the canyon to the west.
“Planesman, hold at depth 250 feet.”
“Aye, sir, hold at 250.”
“Fish is pinging, running in. Cutting wire,” said Weaps, his voice raised in anticipation. “Fish is hungry and on terminal.”
“He’s launching countermeasures,” said Benson. “Prop noise; he must be evading.”
Nathan knew there was nothing they could do now; it was down to the Mk48 and the Yasen’s Captain.
The seconds ticked by, the control room waited and the crew looked at each other and then quickly away, as though ashamed.
“We should have had impact by now,” said Weaps in disappointment. “I think we’ve missed.” Benson folded his arms behind his head. “I can still hear the Mk48 running; it’s goddamn missed. Shit.”
The Yasen was still out there: a threat.
“I’m going to stay here for a short while, then sneak out and get behind him. Ok, XO?”
Nikki nodded.
The boat was quiet. Out there was a Russian shark and it wanted them.
“We’ve reloaded tube two with a Mk48, sir.”
“Oh, shit,” said Benson. “Jesus H Christ.” He was open mouthed. “Sir, the Yasen has entered the canyon. It’s staring us in the face; he’s flooded a tube and opened the outer doors.”
The Weapons Officer set up his console for flood and open outer doors on tube two.
“Sir, can I action a fish setup?”
“Yes, but don’t launch.”
The Mk48 was soon ready.
Benson shook his head. “We’re facing each other down in a duel. You can’t do that with submarines.”
Nathan rubbed his temples. “Yeah, guess what? Nobody told Ivan that.”
Benson was right. USS Stonewall Jackson was facing K-561 Kazan half a mile away down an inverted ice canyon, just like a pair of wild west gunfighters, but swap the Colt or Smith and Wesson for a Mk48 and a Type 53. Nathan knew only one of them would survive.
SEAL team North.
Whitt and his man skiied toward the muzzle flashes of the right-hand team. They dropped and crawled the last 20 yards to the line of men holding this side.
Whitt could see they’d taken casualties, a medic tended to an injured man. His men took up positions and released fire at the men approaching them. A man to his left opened up with a Mimi heavy machine gun. Fire poured into the advancing VDV. It slowed them, but still they came on.
Further off to his right, a grenade exploded among his men, screams sounded out into the white darkness. It was that close now. Whitt took out his hand-held comms set.
“Back gun, this is Fox one actual.”
“Fox one, Back gun.”
“Bearing 120 degrees, ranging fire.”
“Copy.”
Several seconds later, 70 yards in front, a mortar exploded.
“Back gun. Twenty degrees left, ten yards in. Fire.”
Another mortar landed just in front of the Russians. He saw men blown unreasonably to one side and a leg arc through the air.
“Back gun, maintain range, advance fire to the right. Walk the line and feed the Mothers.”
Mortars landed by the first, and one by one, round by round, punched a line towards the right, blowing enemy troops to pieces. But Whitt knew there were many more behind them. The VDV wasn’t finished yet by any means.
USS Stonewall Jackson.
Nathan looked over at Nikki and grinned. “I guess this is your first time. Facing an enemy SSN down an ice canyon?”
“Yeah, you don’t get many ice canyons down Georgia way.”
He nodded and looked to his sonar operator. “Benson, do you get anything from him?”
“No, sir, he’s come to a stop. He’s just hanging there.”
Nathan gripped the rails on the conn. What to do? Launch a fish and he’d do the same; the Type 53 is one dangerous son of a bitch. At half a mile, it doesn’t give much running time: just 34 seconds to impact. If he went emergency deep, that would just ask for a launch; no time to escape. The boat wasn’t low on power, so there was no problem there, but eventually there would be. It couldn’t go on that long, could it?
Nikki came over and stood by him.
“What about trimming slightly for depth? He may match us as we sink, and we can always beat him at that. Maybe get Deputy Dawg to pulse him?”
“I think he knows it’s just the two of us. The Russians are aware of the Pointers; they’re working on their own.” Nathan paced. “He took the initiative by coming into the canyon; let’s take it back. Planesman, ahead 3 knots, we’ll set a time limit on this farce.”
The boat slowly started to move down the canyon towards the Yasen. A minute went by as she slowly advanced. The clock was now ticking, and the Russians would take no action, for now. Come on, Ivan.
“Sir,” Benson said puzzled, “we have a fish running. What the…? It’s getting closer.”
“Where? What goddamn fish?”
Benson looked up at him. “It’s a Mk48; it’s behind the Yasen. He’s increasing revs, flooding ballast, going emergency deep.”
What the…? Suddenly Nathan realised what was going on. “Yes.”
The Mk48 hit home. The Yasen broke in two and gas billowed out of her. She sank into the abyss.
Shockwaves shook the boat, and she pitched and rolled. The crew hung on as the boat was thrown from side to side. Slowly she settled.
“Damage control reports clear, sir,” said the Chief. “Chief Engineer reports clear.”
Nathan knew what had happened. A friendly boat had stepped in. But why?
“Sir, I can hear a Virginia class boat below us,” called Benson.
Lemineux, the Communications Officer, looked over. “Sir, I have a call on Gertrude, it’s the Minnesota.”
Nathan picked up the handset. “Blake, you owe me one.” It was Captain Stanley. “I was on a perfectly good flanking attack, I had an Akula in range, then I heard you were in deepest shit. So I had to haul your ass out of it. Now I’ll have to find that mother again. If I can’t find that Akula, then it’s your ass.”
“Thanks, Minnesota, but we had him.” Nathan grinned. “We were just waiting for the right moment.”
“Yeah, like shit you were. Minnesota ends.”
Nathan laughed, hung up, and shook his head. “Good old Stanley. He’ll give me a stinking pile of it for this. XO, get Deputy Dawg on board then take us to the closest free water outside of the icecap.”
“Yes, sir.”
Nathan knew that time had become an enemy now; they must get to the edge and free water. The boat turned to the east and moved off at 12 knots.
“Sir, I have a contact. Bearing 80 degrees, range five miles. It’s an Akula, she’s coming just to our north.”
“Planesman, come ten degrees south of our track, maintain speed,” ordered Nikki.
“Aye, sir, south ten.”
She was worried. Would the Akula hear them?
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Major Kornukoff detached the hose from the Il-78 in-flight tanker and rolled the SU-34 fighter bomber to the left. He descended to 20,000 feet for the combat air patrol zone north of Greenland.
“Thank you, Momma barmaid one. We’re on the CAP now,” said Lieutenant Elena Orlova, who was sat to his right-hand side.
Kornokoff led a four ship of SU-34s on a combat air patrol.
“Blue Ghost flight from Blue Ghost one, connecting leg one. Spread out to your station. Go.”
“Copy, Blue one.”
He’d led a similar CAP two days earlier and detected no enemy activity.
“Sweeping radar,” said Orlova.
The aircraft’s radar looked left to right around 100 miles ahead of them.
“Airspace clean, no contacts, sir.”
The flight cruised west for 20 minutes.
“Sweeping radar,” said Orlova.
There was no return, all clear. The enemy seemed to have given up in the Arctic airspace sector. Shortly after, it was time.
“Blue Ghost flight come to leg two. On my mark,” said Kornukoff, “leg two go.”
All four aircraft turned to the north.
* * *
A flight of F15s had left Keflavik Iceland, refuelled in mid-air and were now running in towards the Russians with their teeth bared. They launched the AIM-120D AMRAAM long-range air to air missiles. The birds raced in at 3,000 mph.
* * *
“Sweeping radar,” said Orlova. “Airspace clean, no contact… Sir, we have a fire control warning to the south-southwest.” She adjusted her settings. “Sir, we have incoming. All call signs, repeat incoming. Vampire, vampire. Missiles inbound, computer indicates probability AIM-120 AMRAAM. Multiple inbounds, range 40 miles and closing. Blue flight, inbound enemy birds from south-southwest.”
“Engage clutter, Orlova.” He ordered her to issue jamming systems to confuse the missiles.
“AMRAAM’s active, now 25 miles… Kornukoff, emergency escape now,” shouted Orlova.
The SU-34 pulled hard to the left and dived. The AMRAAM tracked the aircraft and dived after it.
“Jink her, Kornukoff.”
The AMRAAM struck in the rear fuselage, and the aircraft’s empennage tore off.
Major Kornukoff shouted, “Elena, eject, eject.”
She pulled the seat cords and the seat’s rocket motor pushed her up and out. She felt the chute open and the cold air blasted her.
As she drifted down, Elena Orlova knew she was doomed. She’d land safely, she knew, but then she was on the Arctic icecap and her distress beacon would send out the alert. But could they really rescue her?
Elena felt down and fingered the Makarov pistol by her side. It may just come down to that, better than freezing to death. More SU-34s were hit by AMRAAM, but only one escaped.
The Pentagon.
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Cotton, brought the meeting of the joint chiefs to order.
“Ladies and gentlemen, the Arctic crisis. How do we resolve this situation in our favor?”
Present was the Chief of Staff of the Army, General Sally Weingarten, USA; Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Nicolaj Kamov, USN; Commandant of the Marine Corps, Bruce Nanut, USMC; Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Neil L Cooper, USAF; National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen.
“Right, we’re here to discuss the solutions,” said General Cotton. “Can you share your thoughts? First, let me summarize the situation so far. Its roots go back to the Russians’ wish to dominate the Arctic region. We know it’s getting more important with new trade routes and its oil and gas reserves. But we can’t allow them total control. They’re a major Arctic power and they’re going to have a big say; that can’t be disputed. By the same token, they’re a Baltic power, but they don’t control the Baltic.”
“Sir, we can…” started General Cooper, but Cotton held his hand up and carried on.
“In truth, the current flare up is because of one man: this Danish Scientist seeking refuge in the US, and hunted by the Russians.
“I’ve asked Lawrence Livermore laboratories what’s so important about his discoveries.” He shook his head. “They talked to me about spooky action, about things happening light years away but acting here instantly. That stupid cat in a box that’s dead and alive at the same time. They even admitted Einstein couldn’t figure it. I think they’re all smoking something over there. I gave up with a sore head. All I know is he’s important and we don’t know where he is either. Could be a goddamn polar bear’s dinner by now.
“We currently have five attack submarines up there, and more are being readied. From the Pacific Fleet, the USS Key West and USS Oklahoma City are heading for the area. The USS Pasadena and the USS Hawaii have replaced them on station to bottle up Petropavlovsk. The world is unaware, but boats are being lost in an invisible naval battle under the ice. This hurts both us and the Russians, and may ultimately decide the conflict. But what we need is a visible spectacular. Politically that may bring the conflict to an end. Ideas?”
“How about we occupy the icecap?” said Stockhaisen. “Invade the icecap with 10th Mountain Division. If we’re sat there, they can’t do much, apart from put on forces to match. I doubt they’ll do that.”
General Cotton turned to the Chief of Staff of the Army, General Sally Weingarten.
“Sally?”
“In short, sir, a nightmare. I remember war gaming the same thing as a two star and it was a more massive undertaking than we anticipated. The logistics were staggering; that more than anything killed it. To keep an entire army up there was huge. It was way beyond what we had.” She made a sour face. “It could be done, but we’d need big industrial muscle to build the necessary infrastructure. Raids and brief deployment, yes, but real occupation long term? We’d have to carry the Senate and Congress.”
Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Neil L Cooper, spoke up. “I understand the submarine battle may decide the military battle, but politically if the Russian surface fleet were destroyed, that can’t be hidden. That can press the political buttons.”
“That’d be some strike, Neil.”
“It would. I’ve had staff looking at the issue and we can do it. To attack the fleet in the North Barents Sea, we’d need all our in-flight refuelling aircraft; if we could borrow British and French aircraft too, that’d help. We’d also need to station large numbers of aircraft in Canada and Norway. Carriers too in the northern Norwegian Sea. Bottom line, it could be done.”
Cotton knew it could carry the political weight they needed; the Russians couldn’t hide that.
“Ok, Neil, get your assets ready and keep planning. I’ll talk to the political types.”
* * *
The strike was approved, and it became known as Operation Top Down.
Aircraft moved to northern areas of the USA, along with Canadian and Norwegian airbases. Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Neil L Cooper, sought permission to go ahead. The green light was given, and a massive airstrike was prepared.
From Norway to Alaska, crews were scrambled, men and women donned helmets and climbed into cockpits. Taxiways were filled with B52s, F15s, F16s, F22s, F35s. On the carriers USS Gerald R Ford and USS John F Kennedy, F18s rolled out from aircraft lifts and were hooked up to the wire. All across the northern hemisphere, aircraft rolled down runways, and were forced into the sky by glowing reheat exhaust plumes. In the cold North Atlantic, carriers’ catapults threw tons of Boeing kick ass into the sky.
Lights burned late in the Pentagon. Coordination of the three wings, North American, Greenland and Norwegian, took great effort; deconfliction and the inevitable aircraft problems took more work.
Planning, planning and yet more planning paid off, and in the cold Arctic north, one of the largest airstrikes ever put aloft was underway. Destination: the Barents Sea.
Voronezh Russia. HQ 6th Air and Air Defence Force.
General Deynekin took a call in his private quarters, and the tracking indicator showed it was from SVR headquarters, Yasenevo, Moscow.
“Yes?” His face became masked in surprise; this turned grave and finally turned to anger. “Is this true?”
A voice down the phone cursed him for doubting it.
“Of course, sir. Yes, we’ll be ready.” He called operations.
“Ops here.”
“This is Deynekin. Put the airwing on full alert status. Do it now.” Deynekin slammed down the phone. “Fucking Americans.”
The SVR, Russia’s secretive foreign spy agency, had done its job. Some officer at the Pentagon had opened his mouth to his girlfriend from Kansas. He didn’t know that a girl from Vladivostok was fucking secrets out of him.
* * *
Hours later, in a bunker deep below the airbase, an Airforce Colonel approached General Deynekin.
“Sir, our Mil satellite systems and airborne tankers over the Arctic are detecting huge numbers of aircraft approaching from North America and Greenland. We have intel and airborne AWACS confirming this, and large numbers are departing RNoAF airspace. All seem bound for the Barents Sea.”
Deynekin nodded, sighed, and pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose.
“Initiate Operation White Shield. Then Colonel, call General Olga Budanova at Airforce Command Moscow, get the lazy bitch out of bed and inform her of these developments. Contact Admiral Suchkov at Northern Fleet, Severomorsk.”
“Sir.”
A move like this had been expected, and extra aircraft had been deployed from the Kola Peninsula in the west and across Siberia. The word was out now. Scramble, the Motherland is in danger.
The cold white forests surrounding Monchegorsk Air Base Murmansk were rocked by loud reheat from Saturn and Turmanski engines. They launched SU-34, SU35, SU-30 and MIG 29s. Northern Siberia shook with jet noise as aircraft poured down runways.
Out at sea among the ice flows, aboard the Udaloy-I Class DDG Vice Admiral Kulakov, the broadcast sounded.
“Battle stations, battle stations, air threat red, air threat red.”
Men and women rushed to their stations wearing their white anti-flash hoods. In the darkened control room, people peered into screens. SA-9-N Gauntlet surface-to-air missiles swung into position above decks. The K band pulse doppler radar searched for an airborne foe.
Task Force flagship, Peter the Great — Pyotr Velikiy — also activated her SA-9-N Gauntlet surface-to-air weapons and her long-range SA-10 Grumble surface-to-air missiles. These were coupled with Top Steer and Tombstone radars, and had an engagement range of 95 miles.
Ships of the Northern Fleet were ready, searching, waiting for the enemy. Long hours of drills were over; this was the real thing.
* * *
Leading the US strike force were the same F15 flights out of Keflavik, Iceland, who’d downed the SU-34s over the icecap.
“Bluebird one, Bluebird five. I have radar paints from 025 degrees, 26,000 feet. Categorising, categorising. Type is N011 Bars, phased-array radar, pulse doppler tracking. Possible Sukhoi interceptors.”
“Copy, Bluebird five. Bluebird flight, continue vector niner degrees to targets. Bluebird five and three, climb to two six and intercept bogies.”
The two F15s pulled up and away, and lit up their search and tracking radars.
“Bluebird three, bluebird five, have multiple bogies, three minutes to AMRAAM range. Initiating Longshoot engagement.”
“Copy, bluebird five. I have ’em too. Selecting AMRAAM.”
High in the Arctic sky, the F15 pilots watched their screens and tracked the bogies as they closed.
“Blue flight, go for Fox three.”
AMRAAM launch was green.
Far away, SU-30 pilots out of Monchegorsk Air Base watched contacts on their screens. They were categorized as F15, F16 or F35s.
The flight leader called out, “Vybrat R77. Aktivirovat raketu.” Select R77 (NATO AA-12 Adder). Activate and arm missile.
The miles counted down as the two flights approached. Near simultaneously, AMRAAM and R77s fell away from their aircraft, motors ignited, and they sped off to their targets. The fifty miles was well within both weapons’ range; the missiles crossed in flight ignoring each other.
Inertial with mid-course update and terminal active radar homing/infrared targeting was employed by both missile types.
“Blue flight, incoming; engage ECM and hard evade. Go.”
The F15s activated their electronic ECM pods and pulled hard and low; flares were ejected to confuse the infrared homing of enemy missiles.
The Adder turned to follow. Blue three pulled hard on his stick; he was greying out with the G force. He tensed to fight it. He let the stick relax and rolled to the left and pulled hard again.
The F15 twisted and pulled with unreasonable G force. It was a fight he couldn’t win, and the Adder flew into his starboard engine and exploded.
Blue three was hit by his own spinning engine blades, and most of his chest was splattered across his cockpit controls. He died instantly and the F15 was now in a flat spin. Blue five was hit too and exploded in a fireball. The three parts of the aircraft fell into the icy sea below.
Far away, AMRAAMs found their SU-30 targets, who also employed jamming systems. They were effective, but not perfect like their American counterparts. Missiles followed the jinking aircraft down, and slammed in, blowing many them from the sky.
* * *
To the east, F18 Super Hornets from the USS John F Kennedy detected the first of the Russian fleet. “Ghost one from Ghost four, have surface trade 70 miles, four degrees left of our course.”
“Ghost one, all flight, come left four degrees.”
Ghost leader had the target on his display: a ship, yes, but what?
“Ghost fight, this is Big Nose one. K band radar detected. We have a Udaloy-I Class Destroyer on our bearing, range 63 miles.”
Big Nose was a flight of two F18 Growlers, specialist electronic, air warfare, two-seat aircraft. He’d be speaking to the backseat E warfare specialist.
“Suspected picket ship covering the flagship. Udaloy-I Class DDG are carrying SA-9-N Gauntlet surface-to-air. Deadly within their range, but range is seven miles; clear until then. Peter the Great is carrying long-range SA-10 Grumble surface-to-air missiles, engagement range of 95 miles. So they will become a threat.”
The USN senior pilot thought through his options. His target was the flagship, but the chances of evading the Udaloy weren’t good. He knew they’d have to drop to wavetop height, reducing range, and they’d have to climb again to find the main target. The destroyer would still be behind them. They had to take it out. Now.
“Ghost one, Ghost two and three, engage target with SLAM-ER.”
“Copy, Ghost one.”
The two F18s entered a shallow dive and selected the SLAM-ER air-to-surface missile.
“Ghost three from Ghost two, select missile GPS and inertial navigation.”
“Copy.” The miles counted down, it was now time.
“Ghost two, launch SLAM-ER.”
The missiles fell and ignited their motors. The Udaloy was now a target.
* * *
The ship, the Vice Admiral Kulakov, became aware of the danger. The Air Warfare Officer knew there was one potent weapon he possessed.
“Hostile missiles incoming. Engage AK-630.”
This is a Russian fully-automatic naval close in 6-barrel gun with a very high rate of fire; an equivalent to the American Vulcan Phalanx. A last resort. It’s mounted in an enclosed turret and directed by MR-123 radar, also assisted by television detection and tracking. Max range is around three miles, but it usually waits until the target is less than two miles away.
The two SLAM-ERs, now at low level, raced in at 520mph. As they reached three miles, their terminal guidance kicked in. The two missiles cross-talked to each other at short range with a long-range Bluetooth enhancement. This was a classified capability. The control missile was decided by the one with the most recent software-build version, and this took control. If they had the same software build, then the latest physical build number was in command. Chief Bird designated its partner missile to go for the forward section of the target, and it would take the rear.
The missiles closed in, arming warheads. This was it, terminal approach to target.
Aboard the Vice Admiral Kulakov, the AK-60 went auto active. The US missiles approached closer, closer now. The MR-123 radar control gave the order: fire.
The AK-630 opened up with the incoming missiles 1.3 miles away, and 5,000 rounds per minute of high velocity lead filled the flight path of the approaching missiles.
After 15 seconds, Chief Bird was hit by over 80 rounds, and he fell into the sea and exploded.
The second missile flew on the target; it was hit too but not fatally. It did veer to the left to avoid the hail of lead, and the stubby wing damage it suffered meant that its turn-back to the target wasn’t as hard as its computer control required. The SLAM-ER struck the ship forward of the ideal location, but caused great damage to her bow area.
Damage control fought a hard battle to keep the fire from the forward magazine. The Destroyer was heavily damaged but still just about in action, for now.
* * *
The F18s flew in high, bound for the flagship beyond.
“Ghost flight split, one to four south, five to eight north. Search for the queen bee.”
The leader knew, of course, that two and three were down on the deck engaging the picket Destroyer, but he and his wingman turned south. They must hit the principal target.
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“Sir, enemy airborne approaching,” said the Russian Air Warfare Officer aboard the Vice Admiral Kulakov.
“Range?”
“Five miles, sir.”
“Engage with Gauntlet missiles, lock and free terminal engage.”
“Sir.” The Russians used NATO code names if they liked them. The Sukhoi SU-27 series was commonly called Flanker in Russian service.
The missile’s radar and launching store was aft of the damaged area, so her teeth were still bared. The K band pulse doppler radar entered tracking mode.
“Track acquired, launching.”
The Destroyer launched round after round of its surface-to-air missiles. Anyone watching in the darkness would see missiles lift off, trailing flames behind, lighting up the smoke-covered ship and reflecting off the sea.
The Gauntlets raced in and hit all four southbound F18s and only partly damaged one, but the crew knew the game was up, turned back, and after ten miles had to eject.
A long-range SA-10 Grumble surface-to-air missile from the Peter the Great hit Blue one at high speed and the F18 split in two. Ghost four, now closer to the Destroyer, came in range of the AK-630. Thousands of rounds of lead shredded the front fuselage, and her pilot’s body was now just pieces of red flesh and bone flying off into the wind as the aircraft fell into the icy waters below.
Similar actions were repeated across the area. The Northern Fleet lost two Frigates, and a Destroyer was also sinking, but she had a couple of hours left. The Vice Admiral Kulakov was damaged but still in the fight for now.
Many USAF and USN aircraft were lost and the Russian flagship was untouched. The Russian Air Force had lost aircraft too, but they could be quickly replaced by nearby reserves from Siberia and Central Asia. All in all, the attack had failed. Russian aircraft and ships had been ready and were close to home, reducing the range they needed. The Northern Fleet and the air force were seriously damaged, but were still in a fighting state.
The SVR agent in Washington, the girl from Vladivostok, had given them valuable hours to prepare.
The Pentagon.
Present was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Cotton, USA; Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Nicolaj Kamov, USN; Commandant of the Marine Corps, Bruce Nanut, USMC; Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Neil L Cooper, USAF; National Security Advisor, Stockhaisen.
The Joint Chiefs sat at the conference table and the mood was sombre. Coffee was served and the doors were closed. Chief of Staff of the Army, General Sally Weingarten, looked at the report first.
“I’m not a fighter jockey,” she looked at General Cooper USAF, “but this looks bad.”
Cooper scowled. “Yeah, not good. They were ready; they expected us. We each got a hammering in the air, but we did cause significant damage to their Fleet.”
“But…” said Bruce Nanut, USMC.
“Yeah, we didn’t take out the flagship Peter the Great or decimate their Air Force. In truth, the air conflict has become a war of attrition. Nobody likes that. The way you win is to bring numbers to bear and get close to the enemy, reducing the time to resupply. That and the increased sortie rate will wear Ivan down. We do have more birds than he does, and ideally, we’d position them close. That means northern Norway. Trouble is, many Norwegians don’t want the north of the country to become a garrison, and therefore a target. The government is pushing it through so far, but that’ll become more difficult. There’s Britain with the Shetland Islands, and Denmark with the Faroes. But they each present problems, mainly lack of infrastructure for large numbers of aircraft.”
“Look,” said Commandant Bruce Nanut, “can we win this conflict?”
Cooper nodded. “We have more aircraft and, if we can station them closer, we can win. But the price will be high, very high.”
“We still need the spectacular,” said CDS General Cotton.
Nobody smiled, all were wrapped up in thought, each wrestled with their own problem anaconda. How do we win and win convincingly?
Admiral Kamov sat up and took a drink of coffee. “I have an idea. It’s a long shot, but it might just work.”
“Go on, Nicolaj,” said Cotton. “You have the floor.”
Kamov looked at each in turn. “It’s like a game of chess and their Queen is Pyotr Velikiy, Peter the Great. She’s a Kirov class Battle Cruiser; we’ve run wargames against her and she’s a pretty heavy old hammer. But we also have a heavy hammer; she’s mean, underhand and dirty. It’s time to put the enemy between a rock and a hard place. His rock is his lack of numbers; we have a hard place. It’s time to let Blake off the leash.”
Cooper and Weingarten looked down and pursed their lips.
“Is that possible?” asked USMC Commandant Bruce Nanut. “It’ll have a formidable ASW screen to get through.”
Nanut shook his head. “You’d have more chance of getting Miss Utah to give you a Portuguese hand pump.”
Kamov shrugged and raised his palms. “Blake is the man on the scene. It’ll be his call.”
USS Stonewall Jackson.
With XO Nikki Kaminski in command, the boat made its way towards the icecap’s edge.
To the north west, there was an unwelcome presence: an Akula class SSN.
She walked over to the sonar station and looked into the dripping oil painting screen. “Benson, what’s he up to?”
“He’s not making any signs of detecting us so far. He’s close though.”
“Planesman, speed six knots.”
The boat decelerated to half its speed. For Nikki, the enemy SSN was a distraction they didn’t need.
The boat cruised on under the ice for 15 minutes.
“Sir,” said Benson, “the Akula has turned to port. His track is now approx five degrees astern of us.”
“Weaps, designate contact as Tango one, get a firing solution on him. Flood tube three, open outer doors.”
“Sir.”
The Weapons Officer set up the console’s controls, and a Mk48 was readied.
Nikki might need to engage the enemy; she’d much rather avoid that.
“All ahead stop. Weaps, ready countermeasures port and starboard.”
“Aye, sir, all ahead stop.”
The prop spun down and the boat coasted to a stop. She’d wait here silently.
Minutes passed by.
“Sir, Tango one is one mile away. His track takes him 200 yards astern. Sir, half a mile now.”
Nathan reappeared and nodded to Nikki. Carry on.
The clock ticked down. Would he launch a fish or pass them by?
Nikki swallowed. She was worried; every part of her said engage and destroy, but she couldn’t. Would the Akula hear them?
“Tango one 200 yards astern, sir.”
Nikki hung her head and bit her top lip. Come on, move.
“He’s passing astern, sir; range 400 yards.”
She felt a rivulet of sweat roll down her forehead. How does Nathan cope with this?
“Tango one is now 400 yards south of us,” said Benson. “No aspect change… tracking… tracking. Now 800 yards, no aspect change.”
Nikki held her breath. Wait… Wait.
Time to move. She looked at the Planesman.
“Hold it, Nikki,” said Nathan. “Let him get over a mile away before you move.”
She smiled and nodded. She waited until he was one point five miles away.
“Planesman, resume course, 12 knots.”
“Twelve knots, aye sir.”
The boat continued on her way to the edge and free water. She looked at the power readings. Batteries at 30 %, a reasonable margin she knew.
“Nikki, hand the conn to Weaps. I’ll get coffees and see you in the wardroom.”
“Sir.”
* * *
Several minutes later, he entered the Wardroom with two coffees and set them down on the table.
“Anything else, Miss Kaminski? A jam and cream doughnut maybe?”
Nikki grinned.
Nathan sat down. “When we get up there, I’ll call 73 Easting; he’ll be well south of us. We have Stanley and his SSNs down there, running a flank attack. I’d like to do the same.”
“Squeeze ’em,” said Nikki. “Should work.”
“I was thinking that if the nukes flank them, they should gather in the middle, and we pair come in behind them. We’d be better joining up with 73 Easting by running north and south on the surface.”
Nikki set her cup down and scowled.
“There’s a problem with that, Nathan. Enemy air. He’s bound to have good radar where we have a photonic mast system based on the AN/BPS 16. Ok, but inferior to his. We must expect Russian maritime patrol birds and they’ll be packing the Kh-35 GRAU missile.”
“Yeah, I know, we might have to keep diving. But this way we can stay near the ice edge and that means power top-ups. I’ll ask Kamov to call the SSNs to stay back, while Easting backs us up to get under, and then we clean up from behind.”
Nikki took a sip of coffee, held it, and stared at Nathan. “I don’t like it. They could make sneak attacks. We’ll have to be ready to dive quickly. It’ll be a dangerous run to meet up with Easting.”
“That’s true, but it’s the quickest way to catch the SSNs in a fore and aft pincer.”
They both returned to the control room, and an hour later they were under clear water.
“Planesman, up angle 15, trim fore and aft, make for periscope depth.”
“Aye, sir, come to periscope depth.”
The deck tilted up by the bow, then shortly after levelled.
“Periscope depth, sir.”
Nathan touched menus on his screen and the scope raised above the waves, did a 360 and retracted. He looked at the photo and spun it around. It was mostly ice flows, but some clear water. He looked at the horizon and the sky, checked the radar, and all was clear. “XO, inform the Chief Engineer that he can run his diesels for a charge. Lemineux, try to raise 73 Easting.”
The Communications Officer operated options on his screen. A minute later, he responded.
“Sir, 73 Easting isn’t responding to satellite prompts. She must be submerged. Wait, sir… I’m receiving a message for your eyes only from COMSUBPAC.”
“Very good, send it to my terminal. I’ll read it in my cabin.”
Nathan walked aft to his cabin where he accessed his wall screen. He read and listened to the message. He sighed, rubbed his temples, and then sat back and closed his eyes to think.
Finally, he sat up. “Thanks, Kamov. It’s not much to ask I suppose.” He smiled and picked up the intercom.
* * *
Nikki was in the galley, drinking a coffee with Kate LeDonns from Engineering.
“Really? You must have been knocked out with that, Nikki?”
Nikki leaned close. “It was worse, he…”
The intercom sounded. “XO to my cabin. XO to my cabin. Captain ends.”
Kate grinned. “Off you go, Nikki.” She waved her hand toward the door.
“I don’t…”
“You’re summoned to his cabin.” Kate laughed. “You just behave yourself, girl,” she said with a wink.
Nikki shook her head and left the galley. She knocked and then entered Nathan’s cabin. He was sat on his bunk and he patted a patch next to him. She sat.
“We’ve just got a message from Kamov. You need to see it.” He brought up the screen.
PRIORITY RED
R 231347Z MAR 96 ZY12
COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
TO STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/PACOPS 6735/CNO ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
COMMUNICATIONS AUDIO BROADCAST FOR YOU AND LIEUTENANT COMMANDER KAMINSKI. FOR YOUR EYES ONLY. CNO KAMOV.
MSG END://

“I’ve watched it already, Nikki.”
He set the screen playing, and the Naval crest appeared with the Bald Eagle carrying a gold anchor. It was followed by Admiral Kamov’s head and shoulders.
“Blake, Kaminski. I know you’re at the edge of the ice, probably replenishing your power. You’ll no doubt be in contact with the USS 73 Easting soon. We’ve received some communications from Minnesota’s trailing wire and the battle under the ice seems to be having some success.
“Blake, I have some new orders for you. It’s vital that we deny the enemy domination of the Arctic. We mounted a large airstrike against the Northern Fleet with some success but heavy casualties. Unfortunately, it wasn’t decisive.
“USS Stonewall Jackson’s task is simple but difficult: sink the Northern Fleet’s flagship Pyotr Velikiy, Peter the Great. I know this is an awesome task, but it will have an effect beyond the Cruiser’s capabilities as a warship. It will drive a dagger into the leadership’s heart.
“We are sending our best. It’s our Achilles against their Hector. Good hunting, Commander Blake.”
The screen faded.
He turned to Nikki. “What do you think?”
She shut her open mouth and shook her head. “Holy fuck. He may as well have said, ‘Oh, and just sneak into the Kremlin and take out the leadership.’” She put her head in her hands.
“Can we do it, Nik?”
“She’ll have the mother of all ASW screens. Destroyers, Frigates, the air will be thick with Helix Helicopters, probably an SSN down below too.”
“I know, we’ll be one boat against that lot.” Nathan frowned.
“Ah,” Nikki looked up grinning, “remember the Swedish boat Gotland took out the carrier Ronald Reagan in an exercise.” The Gotland was a diesel-electric boat. She laughed. “We just have to do it for real.”
Nathan smiled for her, but inwardly he knew he carried a heavy burden. Ironically, the blow he’d deal the enemy, if successful, was as much political as military. If Peter the Great couldn’t face down the Americans, who could?
Nikki was right: its ASW screen would be the best. But she’d face the best; it was what his boat was designed and built for. Nathan knew he had to take the fight to where the enemy didn’t want it.
The plaque in the main companionway carried General Jackson’s words: “… but to find the enemy, and strike him; to invade his country, and do him all possible damage in the shortest possible time.”
That was it, Nathan knew; they needed to get in close and give him the bayonet.
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“Lemineux, tell USS 73 Easting to travel north for 70 miles and then go under the ice and join Stanley’s Minnesota and the other SSNs hunting the Russian boats down. Make sure he has the under-ice tactical situation as far as we understand it. Oh, and let COMSUBPAC know what he’s doing.”
“Sir.”
“Planesman, make west-southwest, speed 6 knots. Maintain periscope depth. We’ll let the Chief Engineer get a full charge.”
Right, now it’s weapons time.
Nathan thought about it. It’s a Fleet action, Nathan grinned; us against one. So we’ll need a mix at distance, then at close in that’ll change.
“Weaps, tubes one to three Mk48. Tubes four and five Harpoon. Tube six a Pointer.”
A few minutes passed by. Nathan checked the plot, they were heading for the flagship’s last known position.
“Sir, tubes one though three Mk48, four and five Harpoon, tube six Scooby.”
“VPM?”
“All Tomahawks serviceable, sir.”
The Virginia Payload Module were two vertical tubes loaded with cruise missiles. USS Stonewall Jackson was loaded for war.
Nathan signalled Kamov to let him know of his intentions. Nikki came and stood by the conn. Blue cap and coverall, blond ponytail, she still looked a stunner. Stop it, you fool.
He looked to his screen. At a glance he could see the boat’s status. Captain Franks on the NYC would have loved it.
“The approach is a dilemma, sir: skyrockets or not?”
“It is, Nikki. We can let loose Tomahawks and Harpoons at range; it’ll cause mayhem but tell them they’re under attack. Or: sneak in quietly and you may go undetected. But it’s nice and quiet for their ASW operations too.”
Nathan thought the situation through, and he got an idea quickly, but he pulled back from it and carefully weighed up the alternatives.
“I’d like to go in quiet, Nikki. But that ASW screen?” He shook his head. He’d go with his first instinct, and knew his gut was rarely wrong. He looked to her and grinned. “Skyrockets it is. But…”
“But what?”
“In a minute, first, how do we win? We get in close with torpedoes. She’s a big ship and missiles will do great damage, but sink her? Probably not. You heard Kamov: the battle is about politics as much as military force. We must sink her, and that means torpedoes. By the way, when and by whom were torpedoes invented?”
“I don’t know, Nathan. First World War, the Germans?”
Nathan grinned. “It was invented in Syria by the Arab inventor Hasan al-Rammah in 1275. His torpedo ran with a rocket system filled with gunpowder; it was an effective weapon.”
“You learn something every day.” She smiled.
“So, back to my plan, Nikki. Here’s what we’ll do…”
He detailed his plan, and she smiled.
“It might work, will work, with timing and luck.” She raised her chin and gave him a challenging look.
He laughed. “Yeah, luck. We all need lady luck.”
SEAL team North.
Platoon Chief Whitt was proud of them, proud of them all. His men had fought against the overwhelming numbers. The VDV kept coming. The ice field was scattered with bodies, but there were more Russians than Americans.
The wind whipped up snow around and over them, but there were too many of them. Whitt knew the end was inevitable; the VDV outnumbered them.
A SEAL to his left opened up with his M4, and a Russian clad in combat whites threw his rifle to one side and fell face forward.
A grenade landed among a group of SEALs getting ready to fall back. Two remained to provide covering fire. The three SEALs now ready to pull back took the force of the explosion. A head and an arm flew up into the air. The third limped away to fight again.
Bastards, thought Whitt. They were now down to three: the two men covering the withdrawal and him. He could hear distant fire from the north, so there must be more fighting it out there.
“Come on, men,” Whitt shouted. “Give the bastards fire. Give ’em…” Whitt didn’t even feel the two rounds as they ripped through his head.
He’d led men well up here in the Arctic, and would receive a posthumous medal.
The VDV had taken a harsh beating. But numbers counted, and they had the numbers.
* * *
The icy wind blew in chilling gusts across the dark white snowfield. Lieutenant Rice had heard the fighting far to his rear. It had stopped long minutes ago. He looked across at Konerko and Carrack. Carrack had turned and was looking through binoculars to their rear.
“Sir, I see them: a line of troops skiing this way. They have rifles slung over their shoulders. It’s the VDV, it must be.”
Rice shouted to his civvies. “Nils, Marjan. You’ll have to get going yourselves from here; keep at it. Go west; we’ll hold them here.”
Marjan skiied over to Nils. She hugged him.
After several seconds Nils pulled back, then took off his snow goggles and wind chill hood from his lower face. He pulled down her hood and kissed her.
“Thanks, Marjan. We gave it our best. I’m just sorry it’s ended like this. I’m glad I’m spending what little time I have left with you.” He smiled.
“No, Nils I want it to carry on. I lo… I love you. But I have to stay and fight. You go, get away. Go west, you can make it.”
“No, not without you.”
“Go, you fool! I’m a soldier.” She slapped the H&K. “Go, now. Nils, go.”
He fell back, dejected, but finally turned and skiied off, fading away into the snowflake-covered distance. She turned and threw herself to the firing position next to Rice. She aimed her H&K. “Soldier M, IDF, reporting, sir.”
“Wait until you have a clear shot and then let ’em have it. Good to have you with us.”
In the distance, the line of VDV advanced on them. She’d take as many with her as she could. They waited. It wouldn’t be long now.
There was a crack, crack from Carrack several yards off to her left. Rice opened fire too.
Marjan searched for a clear target. She saw one, slightly to the right of the rest, and she saw him turn and shout to the others. They started to increase the distance between themselves. An officer or an NCO, he must be, that was good.
She took careful aim. Crack, crack. He went down to his right and lay in the snow, his left arm sticking up motionless. Zip, zip, incoming rounds flew by. She picked another, and crack, crack. He went down and waved to a colleague; he was hit but alive.
The firefight went on and gradually the Russians got closer; many dropped and crawled forward.
More fire was incoming, and Carrick was hit in the upper chest. Konerko took the man’s webbing belt bags and removed the first aid gear, then injected him with a morphine syrette. The Russians were close now.
Marjan threw a grenade and man screamed. A Russian grenade landed yards off to her right, and she hunkered down. Marjan knew from her IDF days that the VDV would be on them in minutes, outnumbered as they were.
“Sir,” it was Konerko, “listen.”
Rice turned and frowned. “Listen to what?”
Then he heard it: the beating of rotor blades. The bastards must have got Helos up here.
Two helicopters passed overhead, rockets lit up and rushed into the Russian lines.
“What the…?”
Another helicopter, a Boeing he saw, landed to their rear, and troops got out and came over to them.
“CSAR, CSAR,” shouted one of them.
“Lieutenant Rice, Navy SEALS.”
“Come on, sir, get in the bird.”
“Wait,” said Marjan, pointing. “There’s a man that way skiing west alone.”
“We saw him, ma’am. We have a man picking him up right now.”
The three SEALS and Marjan got into the bird. The loadmaster made sure they were strapped into their seats. Soon a man was bundled in.
“Nils!” She laughed. They high fived and she hugged him again. “You think you can get away from the Mossad, did you?”
The Boeing roared, pulled up and away from the ice field, then turned west. Marjan laughed again.
The Pentagon. Washington DC.
General Neil Cooper USAF walked into his outer office.
His secretary, Poppy Dooley, sat at her computer. “Hi, sir. You’re late today; I was about to call the funeral service. I thought you may have passed away.”
“In your dreams, Poppy.”
He had taken her as his personal secretary after meeting her on a visit to Robbins AFB Georgia. She was a basic airman standing in for someone and he had business in the offices for many hours. She was often around and strutted a cheeky style that he liked. He was Chief of the Air Force, but to her he could be just another fighter jockey showing off. He knew he had been that guy once.
“What do you do here, Dooley?” he had asked.
“Shuffle papers, whatever they tell me, sir. When I can, I make paper aeroplanes from them.”
He grinned. “Do they fly?”
“Like a bag of bolt cutters, sir. Fly like shit.”
Cooper knew. “How would you like to do the same thing for me at the Pentagon?”
“Is the pay as good as here? Do you have a hairdresser?”
“As you can see, I don’t need one. But I’ve seen one visiting; a hairdresser I mean. The pay? It’s better.”
“Then you’ve got yourself a deal, sir.”
He’d transferred her and promoted her up to Senior Airman, given her the assignment: Personal Secretary to the Chief of Staff of the Air Force. Not bad for just six months’ service.
Poppy was now indispensable. He poured himself a coffee. A few days after she’d started, he’d asked her to make him a coffee.
“Sir, you flew F16s and you can’t make coffee?”
She’d made herself at home.
“Poppy, get me General Brassneck in here, and that new Colonel, what’s he called?”
“The guy with Vietnamese parents? You mean Colonel Wok Jock, sir?”
“That’s him. Send ’em in when they’re here.” Cooper walked into his inner office and pulled out a document.
A few minutes later, there was a knock and the door opened.
“Hi, Brassneck and Wok Jock I believe?”
“Yes, sir.”
The two of them sat.
“I’ve been in a meeting with the other Chiefs of Staff. I got us an op.”
“Where, sir?” asked General Bruce ‘Brassneck’ Necklin.
“The Arctic.”
Brassneck rolled his eyes.
“Ok, ok, we did overreach ourselves there. I suppose in hindsight it was always going to take more than one strike. Ivan was ready too. Intel people dropped the ball there. This one is more focused and specific.” General Cooper gave them the plan objectives. “So, gentlemen, what’s your view?”
“Wok Jock?” said Brassneck.
“Looking at that, sir, we’ll need JASSM, LRASM and maybe Harpoon. We’ll need to boost the tanker deployment again.”
“Harpoon,” said Brassneck. “Lower range, isn’t it?”
Wok Jock shrugged. “It is about 160 miles, but we could use F/A 18 Super Hornets to come in low for release.”
Brassneck grunted. “The Navy getting in on it: political crap there. Can you get them on board, sir?”
Cooper nodded.
“For a USAF mission, I mean, we have operational control?”
“Yes, I’m sure of it,” said Cooper. He wasn’t, but he reckoned he’d a damn good chance of getting Kamov to agree. Just grease his balls enough and he should give way.
“In theatre, sir,” said Wok Jock. “We’ll need F15 Strike Eagles out of Keflavik. I’d say B1-Bs out of Thule, Greenland. Might be a job for the BUFFs, sir.”
It was the old workhorse, the B52’s nickname BUFF. Big Ugly Fat Fucker. The aircraft had been updated over the years and was a formidable missile platform.
“Ok,” said Cooper, “you’ll get the 5th Bomb Wing out of Minot AFB North Dakota. You’ll need them at Thule, right?”
“Yes, sir.”
Cooper pressed a key on his phone.
Poppy replied. “Yes, sir?” She sighed. “I guess you boys want coffee and doughnuts?”
Cooper smiled. “Another time, Poppy. Call Minot AFB and tell them we need…” He stopped, looked at Wok Jock and raised his eyebrows.
“Eight, sir.”
“Tell them we need eight B52s deployed to Thule, Greenland; long-range strike with anti-shipping war load.”
“Will do, sir.”
Cooper smirked. “Thule’s going to be like LAX for traffic soon. Colonel, you’ll need to coordinate with one of Admiral Kamov’s people for the details of the mission. Ok, gentlemen, if that’s it, meeting over.”
“I’ll go and see CNO Kamov now, sir,” said Wok Jock.
The two of them left the office.
215 miles above the Barents Sea.
A silent track through space at 18,000mph. No sound, little sense of movement. Like a swooping night owl, the KH-11 Keyhole reconnaissance satellite Buzzard 65 looked down on the world below.
At 3 billion dollars, the National Reconnaissance Office paid half the cost of an aircraft carrier for Buzzard 65. Similar to the Hubble Space telescope, it was the size of a bus. It looked down on the shimmering Arctic Sea, zoomed in with its 2.9-meter mirror and took images of ships, lots of ships. These images were kept in its gigabytes of storage.
Buzzard 65 passed on and away from the scene and sped on silently over Siberia. More tasks were executed, and Buzzard 65 collected more images. Airfields in the Russian central military region, a large factory complex east of the city of Yekaterinburg, the Naval bases of Vladivostok and Petropavlovsk.
Minutes later it passed above and near to the Pacific Island of Guam. The data was passed down to the relay station and from there across to CONUS, then to the NRO Center in Virginia.
USS Stonewall Jackson. The Arctic Sea. North of Zemlya Georga Islands.
The ice flows had been left behind, and stretched out ahead was a mostly grey seascape. There were several breaks in the cold cover and wavelets sparkled and shimmered.
Masts protruded above the waves, leaving a wake trailing off to the northwest. An albatross ducked and circled the masts, but quickly grew bored and sailed on into the grey.
The control room was a mass of displays with crew sat looking into them; many wore headsets. One man sat at an odd painted screen; he wore quality black Sennheiser headphones.
“Chief Engineer reports 85 % charge. No sign of enemy air, sir,” said Benson.
XO Kaminski addressed Nathan. “Good. Not long now, keep to this heading.”
Nathan looked at Nikki Kaminski. “It’ll be many hours until we approach the Northern Fleet’s task force. Get your head down, rest”
“I’m ok, sir.”
“Nikki, get into your bunk, now.”
“Ok.”
The boat sailed on to the south. Four hours later, Nikki walked back into the control room.
“I got a good sleep, sir. Here.” She handed him a coffee from the galley.
Lemineux called out, “Sir, we have a communication from COMSUBPAC.”
“Send it to my station, thanks. XO.” He pointed to his monitor at the conn.
The communication was a series of satellite images of warships, followed by a chart of the Barents Sea with the position of the ships.
“The devil himself,” said Nikki. “There’s Peter the Great and his horde.”
Nathan grunted. “Yeah, and it’s a pretty big horde. Let see what we’ll be meeting.”
Nikki leaned over and touched a couple of buttons. “Types are listed as one Sovremennyy class Destroyer, an Udaloy class Destroyer and two Admiral Gorshkov class Frigates. They look to be his principal screen, but we have another Udaloy and an Admiral Gorshkov out front as picket ships. Needless to say, we have ASW weapons, SS-N-16 Stallion missiles, RBU-12000 mortars, Paket-NK torpedoes. All of the ships fly the Ka-27 Helix ASW helicopter and that bastard packs APR-2 Yastreb torpedoes.”
“All this isn’t unexpected. But you know what is?”
She shook her head.
He fixed her with a stare. “We are. They’re expecting a bunch of SSNs under the ice fighting their boats, but this sneaky bastard after ’em? No.”
She smiled and checked the coordinates. “Koss, Tango one’s position is… 77.702 north, 36.121 east. Give me a course.”
“Sir, 187 degrees.” She looked to Nathan, he nodded. “Planesman, come to 189.”
“One eight nine, aye sir.”
Nathan looked around his control room and felt a pride in this crew. Many had been with him since the initial shakedown cruise. Their first foray up into the Arctic and all that time in the Pacific. North Korea, the Spratlys, the Taiwan Strait, the Persian Gulf. Now, it had all come down to this. His orders were: “Sink that ship.” Nathan knew it was time to step up to the plate and sink the mother.
“Nik, it’s time. It’s time we did what we’re here for. I have her at 150 feet, 15 knots. That’s about four and a half hours until we’re in position.”
Nikki looked at the layout of the enemy task force and weighed up the options. “I think I’d be looking to land a right hook on him. Come in from the west.”
Nathan nodded. “We better let the Puzzle Palace know. Planesman, slow to four knots, up bubble 15, come to periscope depth.”
“Periscope depth, aye sir.” The deck tilted to aft, then after 40 seconds she came level.
“Periscope depth, sir.”
Nathan composed his transmission.
PRIORITY RED
R 271467Z DEC 86 ZY12
STONEWALL JACKSON
PACFLT// ID S072RQ81//
TO COMSUBPAC PEARL HARBOR HAWAII//N1//
NAVAL OPS/02
MSGID/STONEWALL JACKSON 479/ ACTUAL//
MSG BEGINS://
TODAY IS D DAY, H HOUR IS 06.30. REQUEST BIRDS AT 07.00
GENERAL THOMAS J ‘STONEWALL’ JACKSON INTENDS TO CLOSE RANKS AND SEEK OUT THE ENEMY.
MSG END//

Nathan raised the comms mast. “Lemineux, transmit that.”
“Sir, transmission sent and acknowledged.”
“Planesman, down 10, make your depth 150 feet, 15 knots.”
They cruised on for over an hour.
“Sir,” Benson looked up, “I’m picking up surface screw sounds, multiple warships ahead and to the left of our track, 30 miles away.”
“Thanks, keep listening.” Nathan turned back. “Can you zero in on Peter the Great?”
“I’ll try, sir.” Benson played with his screen and dials for a few minutes. “Yes, sir, I got him.”
“Put him on my intercom line when I say. Lemineux, help him.”
The two worked together and a couple of minutes later Lemineux nodded.
He picked up his address intercom. “All hands, all hands. This is your Captain speaking.”
Throughout the boat, men and women stopped and looked up.
“This day, we face the enemy. He’s up here to claim what he doesn’t own. These seas and passageways belong to all of us. Our task is easy to say and hard to do. Ivan’s sat in his bathtub with his diapers on, playing with his battleships and his favourite is Peter the Great. He doesn’t know it yet, but there’s something in there with him. Something malevolent, something evil, something us. Ladies and gentlemen, we’re here to carry out our task. We’ve been given our orders: Peter the Great, sink the motherfucker. Here’s what he sounds like, this is live.”
A thrashing, rhythmic, thrumming sound, the Cruiser’s props pushing the great ship forward, was broadcast throughout the boat.
“That’s him: the Devil incarnate. You’re here to give Peter the bayonet. Give it to him good. Captain out.”
Nathan replaced the handset, and a cheer went through the boat. Nikki looked up, alarmed at the noise.
He held his hand up. “Let them, Nik. Let them.”
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Thule AFB. Northern Greenland.
Eight Pratt and Whitney PW-815 engines forced out 120,000lbs of thrust and started the big BUFF bomber rolling down the runway. She gathered speed and, at the right airspeed, Major Bob Jones pulled back on the stick.
At first nothing happened, then the B52 eased off the runway and took flight. Gear up 900 feet and now in the foggy clag, Jones rolled her to the east, watching the artificial horizon in front of him. Outside of the window was floor to ceiling grey cloud.
“Thule, Chicken Owl one heading east, Chicken Owl flight, birds two to eight close up, transit at 28,000 before we get down to the ice for the run-in.”
The aircraft formed a very loose V formation and flew off over the icecap towards Russia and the Barents Sea. Sixty-four Turbofan engines roared their way over the icecap and far away. Far away to destiny.
Keflavik. Iceland.
Yet another F15 Strike Eagle taxied to the end of the runway, turned, and lit the afterburner.
“Betty Boop’s boys, four rolling.”
“Copy, four give ’em hell.”
“Four requesting permission for a flyby.”
“Negative, four,” said the female fighter controller.
The F15 pulled skywards roaring thunder in its wake.
“Aw, go on, Miss.”
“On your return, four, you can flyby and then take me out.”
“Lady, you got yourself a deal.”
The next aircraft, Betty Boop’s boys five, took its place at the end of the runway and then thundered off, trailing two sheets of flame.
Like its colleagues, it carried the AGM-158 JASSM, a standoff cruise missile with a range of 240 miles. Basic guidance was by GPS with course updates; on terminal approach the missile would employ infra-red and ATR, Auto Target Recognition. On impact, JASSM would slam a 1,000lb high explosive warhead into an enemy.
Betty Boop’s boys flew over Iceland’s volcanoes and her stark but beautiful landscape towards the Arctic seas.
USS Gerald R Ford. Five miles south of Jan Mayen Island.
She ran her eyes over the instruments, punching through the different screens on the glass cockpit screen. The F/A 18 Super Hornet looked green for go. She pulled the mask and air hose over her chin and clipped it on. The steel hull passed vertically down as the aircraft rose on the elevator to the flight deck.
Ruby Frances ‘No Bone’ Mann loved flying the Bug and the CAG, Commander Air Group, had told her she’d been slotted in as the new squadron leader after this cruise. Squadron leader of The Jokers. Wow, me?
The towering superstructure became visible to the right, then aircraft, men and women scurried around the flight deck, their jackets flapping in the wind. The ship had turned into the wind to increase windspeed across the deck.
Snap. The elevator was fully raised. A man in a helmet and day glo, a yellow shirt, waved her towards the CAT.
“This is us, No Bone. Another time we get thrown off the deck into shit.”
“You love it, Rusty. Don’t give me that horseshit.” Her backseater, Weapons Officer Bo ‘Rusty’ O’Flyn was always moaning. She didn’t often take him on.
“Yeah, well, look at that steam rising from the CAT.”
EMALS was down: they were on backup steam catapult. A thud clack from bellow the nose meant they were attached to the cable.
“You know what they say about horseshit, No Bone? You know, lady, they say steam be rising off a horseshit. That’s us in a pile of it now.”
It was a final check out. She gave all a look around; clear.
“How do your numbers look, Rusty? Are we mission go?”
“Yeah, just got some bad shit about this one.”
She looked over to the yellow jacket deck officer and twirled her hand. Are we go?
He looked the bird over and checked underneath, gave her the thumbs up, then signalled the ‘take tension’ signal. The yellow shirt looked both ways before doing his two-hand signals at once. One hand was raised with a palm open to indicate ‘off the brakes’ and the other hand was outstretched straight forward to indicate take tension.
The Hornet then squatted into position, now at the end of a loaded CAT. The yellow jacket shooter waved his hand in the air furiously for the ‘run-up’ signal.
Ruby set military power, raised the launch bar, ran the controls, and did a final check of the instruments. Finally, he gave her the ‘select afterburner’ signal, looking like raising the roof. She pushed the throttle through the gate, and flame roared out of the aft. She could feel the bird was straining to go.
Ruby Frances turned to the shooter and saluted. The shooter returned the salute, pointed to each of his final check items, and then he touched the deck and pointed forward, signalling the launch.
With unreasonable force, her head was slammed back into her seat, and she kept her hand on the stick as the F/A 18 rushed forward. Suddenly the deck disappeared. Then came that uncanny feeling where they dropped below the flight deck. The bird, a screaming epitome of power, climbed out and away.
“Yo, go, baby. Ride me,” shouted Rusty. “Ride me, No Bone. I’s a coming.” They climbed, gear up, now, 3,000 feet.
They carried LRASM to the fight. The missile was hungry; the loadmasters had seen to that. They’d painted on its side a statement: “Ivan, lock up your daughters.”
“Ok, Rusty, where’s that Russian asshole with the ships?”
“He be that a’way ma’am, 032 degrees.”
She pulled the aircraft to the right from windward to the heading. Slung under each Plastic Bug Hornet were LRASM — Long Range Anti Shipping Missiles — with a range of 350 miles. Approach guidance was by passive infra-red, and it was highly jamming resistant to decoys. They also carried the AGM-84 Harpoon with a range of 120 miles. Rusty slapped the instrument panel top as he went into the squadron rap.
“Yeah, uuhh. Yeah, uuhh. Believe this shit, ya better believe this shit. Yeah, uuhh. Believe this, uuhh, motherfuckers, uuhh, yeah. Ya better beware, watch out: the Jokers are coming, we ain’t smoking. We calls ourselves the Jokers cause we ain’t joking. Yeah, uuhh. Better beware; shit’s happenin’, and it happenin’ to you, happenin’ to you. We ain’t smoking, mothers; the Jokers are on their way.”
The flight held a loose formation at medium altitude. It wasn’t far away when they’d have to hit the deck to get low and undetectable. At the right point, a shit storm of LRASM would precede them, followed by Harpoon.
USS Stonewall Jackson. North Barents Sea.
She made her way through cold seas, ever southward towards the enemy.
Nathan figured it was time to let Lucy out. The more information the better, and the tail could act as a decoy too.
“Benson, stream Lucy. She’ll keep you company.”
The sonar wizard grinned. “Aye, sir.”
The tail was streamed out a half a mile behind the boat. Lucy listened to the surrounding seas and fed her take into a Cray supercomputer on board, where it was processed and fed to the crew in a manageable form.
“Lucy’s feed is integrated into the boat's sonar. Nothing new, but more beautiful detail. Lucy loves the sea, sir.”
“You and her both. Range to the enemy?”
Benson changed a marker on his scope. “We have the picket ships off to port 10 miles. The bulk is centred around Tango one; Peter stands out, sir. He’s around 16 miles due south, southeast of us.”
Nathan pulled his sleeve back and looked at his Omega Seamaster. Its black face read 05.18 hours. “Planesman, new heading 160 degrees, speed 12 knots.”
“160 at 12, aye sir.”
The boat rolled to the left and then slowly came level. He beckoned Nikki over to the chart display. Red ships with text markers attached indicated the position of the enemy.
“I’m going to use this location as datum. We should be there in around 50 minutes.”
“Pointers, sir?”
“Scooby’s in tube six; Ren is ready to go too. They’ll wait.”
Nikki shook her head. “You know, I once had an offer of a teaching job at a college in Macon. But like a fool, I joined the Navy.” She grinned at him. “I wouldn’t miss this for all the world’s chocolate.”
“Yeah, tell you what? Let’s grab a coffee in the galley and get what’s-her-name Kelly to come along too. We’ll be back here 06.30.”
“Right, sir.” Nikki walked of aft to get her friend.
They sat and had coffees, laughing at stories and joking. It took his mind off the coming battle. All was ready; it was just waiting time, and this filled it very well.
Soon it was over, and it was back to the control room.
He checked the time: 06.40. “Planesman, come to 40 degrees, speed 15 knots.”
“Forty at 15, aye sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson was heading right for the enemy’s center of mass. She was alone; one boat against a Fleet.
Above the Arctic icecap.
The view from the aircraft’s windows was a stark dark whiteness. Bob Jones’s night vision goggles gave a true colour image of the landscape, unlike the earlier ones he’d worn that gave a green tone and were a light and dark version of reality. These were almost as good as full daylight. The B52 was now at 200 feet altitude. Below, ice sped by.
“Coming up to release one, sir,” said Ricky Garcia, Weapons Officer.
“Priming racks one and two. Birds waking, L1, L2, L3, L4, L5, L6, all report diagnostics clean, giros spinning up. Rack two, birds one to four report clean and mean. Sir, we’ve two miles to run. Nothing on the VLA. Trickster warming up. Opening bomb bay doors.”
“Green on the comm panel,” said Jones. “Looks like Gen Cooper wants this done.”
Bob Jones pulled the stick back and climbed to 400 feet.
“Point two miles, sir. Ready, ready. Bombs away, launch.”
Six LRASM and four JASSM missiles fell from the bomb bay, the motors lit, and they sped off to their targets at sea.
“Dropping trickster…”
An air vehicle fell out and spread its wings, looking like a large missile with stubby wings. Trickster lit its motor and followed the weapons. The trickster would dispense decoy missiles as the main offensive force reached the Russian fleet; these short-range dispensable missiles would jink and turn as though hunting their target down. Enemy CIWS, ie short range Gatling guns and point defence missiles, wouldn’t know the difference and would waste rounds and missiles on the decoys.
“Chicken Owl one, the birds have flown.”
From the rest of the strike wing, reports came in.
“Chicken Owl two, birds away.”
“Chicken Owl three, birds away.” It went on.
“Chicken Owl eight, our birds are flying.”
“Chicken Owl one, well done, flight. We’ve done the dirty deed. Time to bug out.”
Jones turned the stick to the left and applied left rudder. In typical BUFF fashion, it took several seconds, then it happened. The huge aircraft pulled to the left, and he applied some power to compensate for the lift falling off. The B52 wasn’t easy to fly; everything took its own sweet time, but shit. It would do what you wanted every time, all the time. It was a rock in the sky — in the nicest possible way, of course.
* * *
South of their position, Betty Boop’s boys’ F15 Strike Eagles were running in low and mean.
“Betty lead, come up 200. Closing on release datum. Two miles run. Ok, boys, wake those mothers up. It’s time for the missiles to get their asses out of bed.”
“Copy, lead.”
They all responded. Lead counted down, watching the release computer screen. He activated auto arm; the screen flashed amber.
A woman’s electronic voice came into his ears. “You have selected weapons release. Confirm please.” This was the master weapons computer nicknamed Betty.
“Yes.”
“Do I have release authority?”
“Release the fucking bird, Betty.”
“Repeat, please.”
“Fuck me.”
“I don’t register the weapon fuck me. Repeat, please.”
He suppressed giving Betty a mouthful. “You have release authority.”
“Authority granted. Weapon release go.”
Did Betty sound self-satisfied? The missile fell away, lit its motor and rushed off to meet the Northern Fleet.
“Anything else you want me to do for you?”
Under his visor, Betty one smiled. “Betty, can you suck my…? Forget it. No, we’re done.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll shut my sorry ass down now.”
He laughed. The ground techs had been up to no good. He turned the big fighter to the right and back to Keflavik.
A call came over.
“Flight from Betty four. A certain hot fighter controller has promised me a flyby of Keflavik tower and a date. On my way, lady.”
USS Stonewall Jackson.
The boat made her way toward the Northern Fleet formation. The boat was quiet but not undetectable. Slowly, she stalked her prey.
“Anything odd, Benson?”
“No, sir. Lucy’s helping big style. I do have sounds consistent with a dipping sonar entering the sea several miles to the south. It must be a Ka-27 Helix hovering, probably standard ASW activity. He’s too far away to hear us.”
Nathan looked at his wristwatch: 06.53. It was time. He’d named the action Operation Truncate.
“Weaps, ready the VPM tubes, ready all birds for launch. Planesman, up bubble ten, vent fore and aft, come to periscope depth.”
“Aye, sir.” The boat slid quietly towards the surface. “Periscope depth, sir.”
There were three VPM tubes vertically arranged aft of the sail. In each were seven dispensers; each of these could be ejected to the surface. Once there, the cap would blow off and a Tomahawk BGN-109 cruise missile would be launched. The nuclear warheads had been removed. The warhead they carried was a 1,600 pound HE-FRAG round, or 166 BLU 97/B bomblets. Tomahawks have a range in excess of 1,500 miles. USS Stonewall Jackson could rain down 21 terrain-following missiles on an opponent. In this case, they’d be raining down on the Northern Fleet much closer.
Weaps was hard at work on his station setting up the strike. All checks were carried out; it was time.
Nathan unhooked his microphone. “All hands. Battle stations, battle stations. Commencing Operation Truncate. Battle stations, battle stations. Weaps, your H hour is 06.58.”
“Plan of ops loaded. Activating all birds, sir.”
The Weapons Officer was a little eccentric and had named the missiles after NFL teams. He’d used NHL teams before; even worse, he’d used porn actresses. Nathan had told him that was a bit beyond and not to do it again.
Nathan and Nikki had chosen two routes to the targets. From the north and the south, routes A and B, hit them from both sides.
“VPM tube one. Patriots returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T1.
“Cowboys, returns Gyro up, green board, route B, target T2.
“49ers, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T3.
“Bengals, returns Gyro up, green board, route B, target T4.
“Seahawks, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T5.
“Falcons, returns Gyro up, green board, route B, target T6.
“Colts, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T7.
“VPM tube two. Giants, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T8…”
The Tomahawks reported their status one by one.
“All birds up and ready. One faulty in tube two, sir.”
“Open outer doors, VPM one to three.”
“Outer doors open, sir.”
Nathan checked his wristwatch again. He counted the seconds down.
“Weaps, execute Truncate on my command.”
Fifty seven, fifty eight, fifty nine.
“Go, go, go!”
There was a faint whooshing sound from back aft.
“On the surface, Patriots reports launch, good burn. Motor in, wings deployed, gaining altitude. Truncate is go, we have a bird.”
“Planesman, down bubble 20,” ordered Nathan. “Vent fore and aft, make your depth 300 feet. Maintain speed and heading.”
There were still a few miles to go yet.
One by one, the Tomahawks reached the surface, ignited their motors and soared into the night. The shit storm of 20 cruise missiles flew into the dawn sky on their way towards the ships of the Russian Northern Fleet. The Barents Sea had never seen the like before.
“Sir,” said Benson with some alarm in his voice. “I detect a dipping sonar 1.6 miles south. It must be that Helix again. At that range, there’s a danger he’ll hear us.”
“Planesman, speed 7 knots,” barked Nathan. He reduced speed and noise.
“Sir, we do have Vulture’s Stare,” said Nikki.
She was reminding him that the boat was equipped with a mast-mounted 150Kw laser. It was designed to be used at fairly short ranges, seven miles, against airborne threats like the Helix Helicopter.
“He may not have detected us yet. Let’s try to hide for now.”
Benson put his head in between his hands as he did when concentrating. “I’m getting good returns on the vessels. A bit too much noise in fact, sir. I’m localising.”
He knew better than to interrupt when Benson was doing his thing. He was one of the best.
“Oh, new contacts. One, two, three, four. He’s laying a sonobuoy line to the northwest, leading behind us but only.75 miles away, sir. I’m not happy.”
“Has he withdrawn the dipping sonar?”
He knew sometimes you could hear this; especially if the helicopter was starting to fly forward too early.
“No, sir. We now have eight sonobuoys in a line behind us, but we do have clear space to the northwest.”
The USAF and USN missile strike must be anytime now. What would that do to the Helix? Would he panic? Run for it, or just get on with the job?
Nathan knew that trying to get in an enemy’s head wasn’t easy. You had to try though; you couldn’t command without that skill. He’d always found that Russian helo crews were usually quite cool. The Chinese, not being as experienced, were a bit more impulsive. But you never knew.
“Shit,” said Benson. “We have a drop, six miles behind us. It sounds like… Yes, prop noise. Computer says 70 % chance it’s an APR. Wait one… wait. Yes, that’s it, I can tell. It’s an APR-2 Yastreb torpedo. It’s running in on us.”
“Emergency deep, emergency deep.”
The boat flooded the bows, and she sank nose down. The prop ran up driving her down into the depths.
“Load countermeasures to starboard.”
“He’s to our starboard, sir,” said Benson.
“Ok, Benson.”
“Eight hundred feet,” said Nikki.
The boat sank at an alarming rate.
“Twelve hundred feet.”
“Fish still with us,” called out Benson.
“Sixteen hundred feet,” said Nikki.
“Fish closing 400 yards.” Panic was growing in Benson’s voice.
“Two thousand feet.”
“Fish on terminal approach, 150 yards.”
“Ready countermeasures.” A chill ran through Nathan. He knew that countermeasures may not be enough.
There was one chance left. He waited, counting down the seconds.
This was it. This was the moment.
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Fire and Brimstone.
A sailor stood on the foredeck of the Frigate Admiral Golovko, knocking ice from the forward rails. Large stalactites of ice hung down from rails and wires. His hammer knocked ice daggers off; some fell into the sea and some onto the deck, where he’d have to clear them later. His crewmate did the same across on the port side.
It was cold out there in the icy wind. He pulled up his hood and paused for a rest, looking out over the dawn ice field. What the…?
“Alex, look there.” He pointed to the low sky out forward of the ship. It was a dot, but trailing a kind of smoke.
“Oh, God no,” shouted Alex. “It’s a missile.”
His last memory was of a pointed tube flying in unreasonably fast.
The JAASM slammed into the ship’s foredeck and above the forward turret. The superstructure around the bridge area disintegrated as the warhead exploded. The turret lifted from its seating, deep within the ship, and shells still in the magazine exploded.
The forward end of the Frigate was ripped open. Many sailors died from the blast, men further away were caught by the glare of the blast, and any not wearing white anti-flash hoods were scorched by the heat, causing severe burns.
Then came the fight: it was damage control crews against the fires and flooding below decks, and the battle to save the Admiral Golovko was on.
More JASSM raced in. The Fleet, now alerted, engaged them with point defence systems. Some were engaged by Kortik CIWS, radar-controlled Gatling guns, spitting shells at 2,000 per minute. Several missiles blew apart or, damaged, flew into the sea.
LASSRM arrived, adding to the melee. AK-630 CIWS blazed away, pouring 30mm rounds into the missile’s path at 4,000 rounds per minute. Short range 9M96 missiles along with SA-N-9 Gauntlet point defence SAMs flew roaring into the sky. Missiles were hit and destroyed instantly, but many ships were hit too. Some were lightly damaged, some heavily, and two were listing badly and would almost certainly sink.
* * *
On board the Burevestnik class Frigate Ryanyy, fires burned below the aft decks. She’d been turning when the missiles hit. A LASSRM, trailing dark smoke after a hit by a CIWS, had hit the sea close to her stern.
Large sections of the aft of the ship were blasted away and the engineers fought to restore the main engine. The auxiliary diesel was running well. Crews fought the stern fires with extinguishers. The Chief of the Ship could see more was needed. If the fire spread any further forward, it would threaten the rear magazine.
“Get two hoses in the sea and hook the pumps up to the auxiliary power. Get on it now. Chertovski,” he cursed.
The hoses were brought out, lowered into the sea, and powerful streams of seawater gushed into the flaming dark spaces. Minutes later, three diesel supply tanks at the forward and of the compartment blew jets of flame as the escaping fuel ignited.
The Chief knew the battle was being lost. “Butnezik, fill compartment eleven.” He had to stop the fire reaching the magazine.
“But there’s injured men in there, Chief.”
“Do it, or we’ll all be more than Chertovski injured. Do it, Butnezik, or I’ll shove it up your ass and throw you in.”
Two hoses were quickly laid into the space and water quickly filled the compartment. The Chief tried to ignore the screams, but couldn’t quite do it. War was hell on Earth.
The compartment filled with water. But the ship was now listing and her hull, already under stress, ripped open. The tear ran down the ship like a ripping scream; compartment eleven took a large tear and water drained out. The flames entered and the magazine bulkhead grew hot; straw coloured, dull red, then cherry red. The Chief looked on; he had nothing left apart from buckets.
“You two, get in there. You lot, get a line of seawater buckets started.”
Buckets were passed up and thrown onto the hot bulkhead. It was inevitable; anti-submarine mortars blew off, which kicked off two depth charges.
The massive explosion killed many, including the Chief and the damage control party. The ship, its back partly broken, was going down. Finally, the Ryanyy rolled over and sank by the stern.
The Northern Fleet took heavy losses, but not devastating losses. Point defence SAMs and CIWS took out many missiles before they could hit the ships. The damage was high though, and the Northern Fleet was highly impacted. Three ships sunk and another three were out of the fight.
Peter the Great was fitted with numerous defensive systems, as her size and importance dictated, so was able to defend herself well. She suffered damage to her radar though, as a JASSM, hit by a missile that was damaged by fire from an AK-630 CIWS, caught the Fregat MR Top Steer radar on her mainmast as it flew into the cold grey sea.
Ninety miles to the west.
No Bone and Rusty, with an F/A 18 strapped to their backs, rushed towards the Fleet, low over the ice.
“The bastards should be 87 miles away, according to INS,” said Rusty.
“Copy, Rusty. Let me know when you want me off the deck.”
“Hey, I’ll have you on the deck when we get back.”
“In your dreams.”
Their LASRM had already flown. Rusty set master arm on and selected Harpoon. The screen changed to show the missile status. The self-diagnostic was still running. Rusty set the missile’s target approach up for a bunt upwards and a dive downwards. Aim point amidships, you’d more chance of hitting or damaging the control room or a magazine.
“You going for target select or blind luck?” she asked.
“I’m going blind, sister. There’s a bunch of trade out there and Mr Harpoon ain’t fussy.”
He set up the sea-skimming missile’s arming status, selected target optimal search and self-select electronic countermeasures. The Harpoon was set.
The aircraft sped on over the ice field. The sky was pale with the dawn light. This was the Arctic, so the light was a faint pre-dawn wash with a slight orange glow from the distant sun.
“No Bone, it’s time to take the elevator to the first floor.”
She pulled the stick back and climbed to 200 feet, then levelled out the nose.
“Ok, here we are, No Bone, first floor. Ladies underwear, intimate apparel, vibrators to left, batteries to the right.”
She rolled her eyes.
Rusty ran his eyes over the display and pickled the stick. The Harpoon fell away, lit its motor, and flew off towards the east.
“Good hunting. Get some Russian ass, baby.”
No Bone pulled the stick to the left and gave her some rudder. It was time to get back to the big Gerald’s flight deck. She set course for home and flew on at 200 feet.
Two minutes went by.
“Shit, shit,” said Rusty. “Radar warning receiver. It’s a type Leninets V-004, threat ID is SU-34, 10,000 feet, bastards flying CAP. I think he’s seen us. Shit.”
High above, an SU-34 fighter bomber was flying CAP, Combat Air Patrol, over the fleet. They’d climbed high enough for the V-004 to detect them.
She pushed the throttle forward to get more speed. They could be lucky: he could be at his range limit.
“Get the Sidewinders up, Rusty. It may come to that.”
“Already done, sis. Air-to-air condition active, winder selected.”
Ruby Frances eased the stick forward and dropped to 100 feet. For the time being, it was just run and hope.
“What’s he packing?” she asked.
Rusty pulled up his reference guide. “He’s got Vymple AA-12 Adder, medium-range active and their equivalent to the AMRAAM, also the AA-12 Archer, aka a Russian Sidewinder. He’s 10,000 feet above and three miles behind, so hard to know which trigger he’ll pull.”
She knew what he’d do. He’s a fighter pilot: only one way he’d go. He’d dive and use the Archer. A minute passed by.
“No Bone, the radar warning receiver is picking up a stronger signal. I think he’s closer. The bastard’s coming down.”
“Yep, that’s what I thought. He must have us on look down shootdown, so let’s go.”
Ruby pulled back the stick hard and pushed the throttle through the afterburner gate. The F/A 18 pulled up and climbed, and she pulled partly inverted to give Rusty a look.
He scanned the sky with the APG-79 ASEA radar. It indicated a potential threat framed in a red circle and crosshairs. It was falling fast, heading their way.
“Got him, type confirmed. We’re painted by his V-004 but no fire mode.”
“This engagement’s down to you, Rusty. It’s as black as a panther’s ass up here, so we might just catch a glimpse of him.”
Ruby knew that they’d a formidable opponent out there. The SU series of fighters was formidable. He’d have two crew sat side by side, was heavy but very powerful, and had that Sukhoi manoeuvrability you hated to go up against. They had a fight on their hands.
She knew energy was the key, that and situational awareness. Know where your enemy is, and you have a big advantage. But it was the night and that made it a bastard.
He knew this too, of course. She thought he expected her to pull into another climb. She didn’t have a lot of kinetic energy, so she’d climb and he’d get in behind on her six. Ruby wasn’t having that.
She pushed the stick down slightly and aimed. The two aircraft closed at 1,200 knots.
“Jesus, lady, this is fucking chicken,” Rusty groaned. “You don’t play chicken with a Russian at 1200 knots. Do you know what these guys play Roulette with? A fuckin’ Makarov.”
“Makarov’s an auto. They probably use a UDAR 94.”
“Ok, Miss Smartass.”
He watched the range close in: half a mile, quarter of a mile. The closing rate was staggering.
“Oh, fuck.” The two jets rushed by, just 150 yards apart. She pulled up hard and the Gs came on, pushing them down; she felt the G-suit gripping her. She strained herself and held her breath, fighting off the grey out as the blood drained from her brain. She was slowly winning; as they pulled out, the G eased.
“That’s woman stupid, No Bone.”
“Get him with the radar and stop puking.”
He set for scan and lock.
“Got him. He’s below and on our twelve.”
She was inverted, so rolled through 180 to climb again if needed.
“Vampire, vampire,” shouted Rusty. “Archer; shit, he’s hit release.”
Rusty selected the AN/ALE countermeasures dispenser. It would throw out flares to distract the Archer’s IR seeker head.
“I’m going to jink when it’s here. Tell me when.”
He watched the missile approach on screen at 600 yards; the flares flew out to both sides of the aircraft. 400 yards, 300, 200. “Go.”
Ruby pulled hard to the right and down. The world spun to the left and the G came on.
“Missile warning,” shouted Rutsy. “Another Archer. Wait, No Bone, wait ready to jink left. Go.”
She pulled hard left. The missile had been confused by the flares, but not totally so. It exploded. Ruby heard shrapnel pepper the aircraft, and as she pulled level it didn’t feel right. It was hard to keep the bird from rolling left. The rudder worked, but she realized rudder authority was going.
“Look at the fuel, No Bone. Bastard’s leaking bad. Shit.”
She looked and they’d be empty in less than two minutes. She throttled back and pulled up to 700 feet. That was it. She hated doing it, over the icecap like this, but there was no choice.
“Sorry, Rusty. Eject, eject, eject.”
Rusty pulled his seat lanyard; the cockpit came off and she followed. She drifted down in the biting cold wind. The seat came away and soon she came down in the snowfield and rolled. She pulled out her bivi suit and put it on. Her beacon locater’s LED flashed every five seconds.
“No Bone!” It was Rusty calling to her, thank God. They met through the blowing light snow.
“We gotta find us some shelter: a snowbank or something.”
They wandered on for 30 minutes and spotted a bank. At least they could get out of the wind; it’d depend on the beacons now.
They reached the bank and Ruby started to dig a snow hole. It would offer some protection.
“What the fuck?”
“What is it, Rusty?”
“There’s someone here. A woman. I think she’s dead.”
Ruby scraped away at the snow covering her. She was flight crew, Russian. She moved her head to look at them.
“She’s alive.”
She was very cold and near death, so Ruby got down next to her and hugged her. Rusty laid down to her other side and hugged her.
“Who are you? Do you speak English?” Ruby asked.
She tried to speak, and slowly Ruby heard her.
“Lieutenant Elena Orlova, Russian Air Force. SU-34 down. You help? Cold.”
Ruby grinned. “Elena, we have distress beacons. Help is on its way.”
They were there for nearly three hours, and Ruby was frighteningly cold. How this woman could last all the hours she must have been here, she couldn’t imagine. At last, she heard rotor blades, beating closer. Soon, two men in Arctic whites and carrying rifles stood over them.
“Joker flight? We’re CSAR.”
“Yes, thanks.”
“Who’s this?” he said, pointing at the Russian.
“A friend of ours. Help us.”
A third man appeared, and they were all carried to the waiting chopper and put aboard. It lifted off on its way back to the carrier and the loadmaster gave them hot energy drinks. He had to lift Elena’s head up and feed her, and for the first time in many hours she smiled.
“Dosvidanya. I am lucky. Thank you.”
USS Stonewall Jackson.
The boat plunged into the Barents’s deep. Now below 2,000 feet, she sought an escape from the airdropped APR-2 Yastreb torpedo. The deadly fish raced in from the right.
“Terminal, terminal,” called out Benson in a high-pitched voice.
“Blow all forward, steer hard port, release countermeasures to starboard,” barked Nathan.
The boat rolled hard left and came up by the bow.
“All speed ahead, Planesman.”
There was a loud explosion to the right, and the boat was pushed hard left. The control room crew were harnessed in, but back aft it was a different story. Men and women were thrown from bunks; in the galley, pans spilled soup and sailors fell off their benches, then food spilled onto them.
The boat bucked to and fro and pitched as the sea boiled. Emergency red lighting came on after seconds of blackness. The boat settled as it climbed away from the explosion site.
“Ease back, all ahead one third.” Nathan watched the depth gauge; they reached 300 feet. “Planesman, up bubble ten, make for periscope depth.”
“Periscope depth, aye.”
“Chief, damage control report.”
“Hit was astern; some hull fracture. Portable x-ray sensor indicates two minor cracks. Engineers say depth limited to 1,000 feet, sir; if we must. Some lines detached and leaking, most by-passed. An hour will see them fixed.”
“Thanks, Chief. Nikki, get the mast up and get the ugly bird staring at that Helix.”
“Sir, one fried bird, coming up… Weaps, get Vulture’s Stare up and looking,” said Nikki.
“Sir.”
It didn’t take long.
“Helix to the southwest, range two miles, approximately 300 feet altitude. Heading north, sir.”
Nikki walked to the conn and activated weapon view. She looked through the aiming scope at the top of the mast. She placed the aiming reticule on the Kamov helicopter and selected track. “Power up Vulture’s Stare.”
“Aye, sir.”
The viewscreen was displayed to Weaps. The boat’s huge banks of Lithium Ion batteries were routed into the mast’s circuit.
“On and ready, slaving full battery power, Vulture’s Stare on track. We have him.”
“Call out his range.”
“Two point three miles. Two point three seven, sir.”
“Beam release,” called Nikki.
“Beam release. Beam tracking, tracking.”
The Helix lit up with an unnaturally baleful light. It wasn’t natural, but unworldly.
The Kamov helicopter bucked and turned towards them. Smoke was thrown away by the rotors. Its windshield was bright beyond the possible. One hundred and fifty kW of laser energy poured into the Kamov.
Camouflage paint below the cockpit of the helicopter fried off. The crew were now blind, their optic nerves cauterised and blackened. Plastic fittings melted, giving off a foul burning smell, not unlike a skunk, and the windshield buckled. The crew’s uniforms melted and burst into flames. Flesh cooked and the beam bore down through the now-vacant eye sockets, brain burned in the dead crew.
The fuel tanks lit jets of flame and an APR-3’s warhead cooked and detonated. The explosion ripped the aircraft apart. The Helix, now in three pieces, fell burning into the Barents Sea. Nikki lowered the mast.
“Planesman, trim for descent, down 15, make your depth 300.”
“Down 300, aye sir.”
USS Stonewall Jackson had her revenge and had used the classified weapon. The Vulture had stared death on the enemy.
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“Sir, we’re emitting noise,” said Benson. “I think it’s our prop. Request speed change.”
Nikki frowned. “Planesman, drop revs by half.”
“Sir.”
Twenty seconds went by. “That’s it, sir, it’s our prop. It’s a deep sound, like a groan.”
“How loud, Benson?” said Nathan.
“The enemy will hear it clearly, sir. We’re not quiet anymore.”
Nathan looked at Nikki and scowled. “It’s the torpedo near miss: it’s damaged the prop. Shit.” He took the broadcast mike from its hook and selected Engineering. “Chief Engineer to the control room.”
The Chief walked in and Nathan let him know about the problem.
The Chief shook his head. “A permanent fix will require shipyard and drydock, maybe a new prop.”
“A temp fix?”
“Depends what it is. We may be able to lash it up somehow. I guess we’re not in a friendly place?”
“No, we have the Northern Fleet on our horizon.”
“Ok, no surfacing.” The Chief smiled. “Shit always happens at the wrong time; that’s why they call it shit. We’ll have to put a diver out to check it out, sir. He can carry a camera with him and some tools that he may need.”
Nathan leaned over the conn and looked at the Chief. “Get the tools together, whatever may be needed. I’ll get a diver for you.”
“Sir.” The Engineer disappeared aft.
“XO, get Innes.”
She walked aft to Innes’s bunk room. A sailor was sat on his bunk listening to his iPod. He took the headphones off.
“Innes?”
“That one, sir.” He indicated a bunk with its curtain closed.
“Innes, Innes,” she called loudly.
“Sir,” a voice replied.
“Innes, get your hand off it and get your cock back in your shorts. Report to the control room. It’s time for a swim.”
A few minutes later, Innes walked into the control room. “Sir?”
“We have a big problem with the prop. I want you to go out with a camera and tools. Do what you can. You’ll have an engineer watching on. We can’t surface, so what depth can you work at?”
Innes thought. The skipper would want her as deep as possible. He’d be wearing the Poseidon Se7en rebreather, so he could spend a long time at a reasonable depth. “Two hundred, sir.”
Nathan stared at Innes. He knew he had probably one of the Navy’s top divers. “Get us there, Planesman. Once there, all stop and put your hat over the throttle. We’ll have a man out there playing with the prop.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
Innes walked aft and put on his suit with an extra thermal shirt; this was the Arctic. He got his rebreather ready, mostly for checks; he had it ready after every dive.
He carried the device with its two ten-litre tanks to the base of the sail, where two A Gangers waited with their engineering equipment. There was a bag of tools, sockets, hammer, a saw and other things. Two large cylinders with cutting gas stood there, strapped together.
“Fuck,” said Innes. “I’m going back for a buoyancy bag. I can’t carry that thing.” The lower hatch was opened, and the A Gangers pushed the gear up inside. Innes returned.
“You lucky bastard, Innes,” said an A Ganger.
“Yeah, enjoy your swim, you soft midships cunt.”
Innes climbed up inside and donned his set, secured some simple tools to ring on his suit, and pulled on his hood and mask.
He looked like an astronaut in a black spacesuit. His rebreather set would scrub the CO2 from the expired air and reuse it. The Poseidon Se7en would greatly increase the time he could spend out there and allow him to dive deeper with less absorbed nitrogen, reducing the chance of a ‘bend’.
Built in Gothenburg, Sweden, Poseidon had purchased many patents used in the top-class CIS Lunar rebreather. The CIS Lunar’s designer had contributed to its design.
The lower hatch was closed. He tapped on the insides of the tall cylinder with its now useless ladder. Water poured in and rose up the chamber; his light was a red ceiling lamp.
Innes switched on his helmet lights. Soon the chamber was flooded. He opened the upper hatch; it opened to the black dark sea above. A creature swam by, emitting a flashing luminous glow, no doubt trying to attract prey.
Buoyancy lifted his equipment up and out onto the sail’s deck. Innes kicked off over the sail’s wall and off towards the rear end. He scanned his instruments; gas and decompression ratings were well in the green, of course. His depth was 208 feet. The rebreather’s twin hose gas supply and exhaust had been modified to fit the G Mod full-face mask, allowing him to talk.
“Innes to Jackson, comms check.”
“Jackson receiving, in the green, Innes.”
Innes finned along the upper deck. He saw the large VPM doors; they spanned the deck. The hull started to slope downwards and soon he saw it: the multi-bladed prop. It looked like a fan of Arab swords, and there were maybe sixteen of them.
It didn’t take long to see the problem. He swam over to the blade disk and looked at it from the rear of the boat. He hung using buoyancy over the thousand meter abyss below. Two of the blades were badly twisted and a third was a little twisted, but not by much.
“Jackson, I see the problem. Twisted blades. I’m going to film then now.”
He lifted the video camera in its housing and started it. He ran the camera slowly over the damaged blades. Inside the boat, the Chief Engineer and his two IC watched the camera take.
“Innes, Chief here. Can you scan around the whole blade ring? Let’s see the lot of ’em.”
“Ok, sir.” He ran slowly around the whole disk.
“Ok, get back to the twisted blades, zoom in and slowly follow them down to the root.”
He did as the engineers asked.
“Ok, get to the leading edge of the disk and film the blades from that side.”
Innes did so.
“Get back to the trailing edge side and zoom in on the root.”
He swam to the rear and faced the prop and took the film they’d asked for.
Onboard, the two engineers discussed the problem.
“Ok, Innes, we have a solution. You’re going to have to cut off the two blades close to the root. You have cutting gas with you. Then, for balance, you’re going to have to cut off two good blades opposite. I’m told you carry tie-wraps.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then mark the good blades with a wrap on each.”
Innes pulled out wraps from his left leg drysuit pocket. He looked at the bad blades and attached the wraps to good blades opposite. Finally, he filmed the prop roots.
“That’s it, Innes, good. Now get your gas and cut off the good blades first.”
“Sir.” He swam back towards the sail along the hull, and the sail came into view, towering upwards. He swam up and dropped into the sail, then attached the lift bag to the gas set. Putting some gas into it, to bring it up and away from the sail, he adjusted the amount of gas so it carried the cylinders.
He set off back to the rear, pulling the bag after him. It took him several minutes to add and vent the gas to bring the cylinders into place.
Innes unfastened the torch, turned on the gas, and it bubbled away upwards. When he set the cutting gas off, it would bubble upwards into the lifting bag and add to the buoyancy. It would be a continuous effort to vent the bag to stop it pulling the torch away.
The torch had a self-ignite system, so he switched it on. The flame spouted out and blew bubbles at its end. Innes found a tie wrap and started cutting through one of the good blades. He knew it would be a battle and it was. Cut blade, vent bag, cut blade. It went on and on.
Finally, he’d cut through the first blade, and he moved back and pulled the blade clear. It fell away into the darkness. Now for the next one.
Innes played the flame on the next blade. It took time, but he got most of the way through. Soon it would be ready to pull away.
“Innes, Chief here.”
He stopped cutting. “Sir?”
“I have the XO here. She wants to speak to you.”
What? That’s odd. What does Boat’s Thong want with me?
Some of the crew called Nikki that after Seaman Vasqez said he’d seen her leave the mid head, the one with a shower installed, in a thong and bra. Then she’d headed forward to her bunk room. Nobody believed him; it was 40 yards and the next bulkhead to her bunk room. Quizzing her female roommates got people nowhere as there was a brick wall of female solidarity. They knew if one of them had her secrets revealed, then all would be next.
“Innes?”
“Yes, sir, what’s wrong?”
“We’ve got an unwelcome visitor,” Nikki said. “Upstairs we have a Kamov Helix, dipping his sonar in. He’s a mile away, but we want to play safe. So, it’s no noise until we call you. Sit there until he goes.”
“Ok, sir, will do.”
He turned the gas off, held onto a blade and hung there. Minutes went by, and the cold started telling on him. He hung in the black, 200 feet down. He knew the cutting wouldn’t be loud, but the bubbles would be an odd sound, and a blade could clank on another while freeing it. He had to wait.
He got to thinking about the mission. What if they needed to get away? They’d use the prop. There’d be no time to warn him. It would spin up and rip him half to death before moving away. He’d be injured, arms or legs wholly or partly cut off. He’d be bleeding to death, the suit ripped open, buoyancy gone.
He remembered the lifting bag. It’d be hard to control, but it would get him to the surface. Then again, bleeding as he would be, limbs partly missing, he’d die up there. Stop it, you damn fool. He told himself not to dwell on it.
Time dragged on. He started to think about the prop starting… Shut up, you idiot.
“Innes?” It was the XO.
“Yes, sir.”
“The Helix is dipping closer. Keep quiet.” He knew it was inevitable this goddamn disk would soon spin up. He thought about standing off, but he knew there was a cross current and it would take him faster than thousands of tons of submarine. He’d never swim back.
Hugging the prop, he willed the Russian helicopter away. Please go. His life depended on it. In the deep cold blackness under the Barents Sea, Innes wrestled with his demons.
“Innes, it’s the Chief.” Thank God. It had been 23 minutes; he’d just checked for what must be the twentieth time.
“Here, sir.”
“The Helix has gone off miles to the west. Start your cutting again.”
“Yes, sir. Thanks, sir.” He started the gas and ignited it again.
He was soon through the good blade, and he pulled it away. He turned and started on the damaged blades.
Finally, he got through the last damaged blade, and when he pulled it away, it fell into the deeps.
He shut the torch off and brought the camera up. He started filming. “Jackson, Innes here. I got them. Filming the prop.”
A minutes later, his earphones sounded. “Chief here. That’s it; good work, Innes. Get yourself back inside.”
“Yes, sir.” Great.
He made his way back to the sail, pulling the lifting bag and gas cylinders behind him. All were loaded into the sail chamber.
He took a final look around outside and closed the hatch after himself, spinning the wheel closed. The water drained away, the hatch was opened, and he handed down his gear and was then bundled onto the companionway floor.
The XO stood there smiling. She looked as beautiful as ever.
“Well done, Innes. Get yourself to the galley and then to your bunk. Your duties are covered for now.”
* * *
The boat headed for the Russian Fleet, then turned north and increased revs.
“Sitrep on the prop, Benson?” asked Nathan.
“Sir, we’re noisier now and the acceleration is down, but we’re not in bad shape. She’ll need to go back to Groton for a new prop soon. I think she’s still in the fight.”
Nathan nodded. “Lemineux, ask COMSUBPAC for Operation Second Coming.”
“Sir.”
The boat came to periscope depth and a satellite message was sent. The mast was withdrawn for 15 minutes, then the Communications Officer raised it again.
“Sir, we have confirmation: Operation Second Coming at 10.08 hours.”
Above the icecap, B52s circled, topped up by Pegasus tankers. They turned for Russia with the remaining JASSM, LASSRM and Tomahawks aboard. There’d now be a second, smaller attack on the Northern Fleet.
Nathan looked at Nikki, and she gave him a faint smile and a shrug. They both knew this was it. This was the endgame. They’d win or lose, do or die that day.
General Thomas J ‘Stonewall’ Jackson didn’t fight at the fateful battle of Gettysburg. But for the crew of his namesake, USS Stonewall Jackson, Operation Ninety Degrees North would be their Gettysburg.
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USS Stonewall Jackson advanced on the Russian Fleet from the west at 8 knots; she was 300 feet deep.
Nathan looked at his wristwatch. The long, thin second hand with its small white disk moved up to the top. It was 09.08 and Operation Second Coming was on.
In the sky, to the north of the Northern Fleet, flew angels of vengeance. The Second Coming had arrived. JASSM and LRASM missiles flew into their targets. Ships were hit and balls of fire and black smoke reached for the sky. Tomahawk cruise missiles flew in from east and west in an attempt to saturate the defences.
Several missiles were taken out by AK-630 CWIS; AA guns blazed away. Battlecruiser Peter the Great spit forth SA-N-9 Gauntlet surface-to-air missiles. But damage and shock were heavy.
It was the distraction Nathan wanted; it was his way in amongst them.
“Sir, approx two miles away from the nearest escort Destroyer, a Udaloy class ship,” reported Benson.
“How much further beyond that is the man?”
“Peter — sorry, Tango one — is six miles east of the escort.”
“Weaps, confirm warload.”
“Tubes one to four Mk48, sir. Tube five, Scooby; tube six, Ren. We had a faulty Tomahawk in VPM tube two, but 49ers is now serviceable.”
He was happy with the weapons mix. “If we deploy a Pointer, Weaps, get a Mk48 in the tube El Rapido.”
“I have them waiting, sir.”
The boat cruised on toward the enemy fleet.
After several minutes, Benson shouted out, “Sir, surface transits. Their sounds are consistent with ASW mortars entering the sea above and slightly to the south.”
“Come hard to port. Emergency deep, emergency deep.”
The boat flooded her forward buoyancy vessels and her prop revs climbed to max. In the control room, the bow dipped, and she rolled to the left and north, and the crew hung on or leaned in their harnesses.
“Sir, they’ll be UDAV-1,” said Weaps. “Probably a salvo of SG with impact-time fuze. They’ll be set to bracket 300 feet; it’s about whether we can get deep enough, quick enough.”
The boat plunged down into the deeps and safety.
Nathan wished they’d approached the fleet deeper. Too late for that now; he knew it was a fine line between hit and escape. Come on, down, get down.
She plunged deeper, and above the mortars fell, waiting for their time to explode. Jackson approached the 600-feet mark when the first mortar exploded.
Boom. It could be heard throughout the boat. Fittings shook, and the hull groaned due to the pressure wave. Then another and another. Boom, boom. The boat shifted and bucked, and the crew could hear the hull straining. The salvo finally came to an end.
“Sir,” said Benson. “I think the ship’s sonar heard us as we’re noisier than normal.”
Nathan breathed again. “Planesman, level out at 600 feet, resume the heading.” Nathan cursed and looked to the XO. “Goddamn it, Nikki, it’s like driving an old U-boat.”
“Not really, sir. They couldn’t go thousands of feet deep and we can dive a lot longer than the Kriegsmarine could.”
“I know. It’s just annoying.”
Benson looked over at him. “We’re passing under where the Udaloy was, now leaving his track.”
Now Nikki looked over to Nathan. “Sir, he’s still a threat.”
“I know he is.”
Just at that point, Benson called out. “Sir, more surface transits. He’s lobbing more mortars in. They’re to our west, in our direction.”
“Come hard to starboard. Emergency deep, emergency deep.”
Already at 600 feet, the boat dived further into the black crushing depths.
“Nine hundred, 1,100,” called Nikki, “one thousand three hundred feet.”
“Planesman, level out.”
Above the mortars started to explode, and although further away, they were still close. The hull strained under the pulsing force. Fittings rattled and throughout the boat, crew hung on and blinked at every thud. Nathan knew at this depth they were in the hunting zone of any Russian SSN down here patrolling the fleet.
“Any boats down here with us, Benson? Sniff ’em out.”
Benson spent time listening and watching his dripping oil screen. After a couple of minutes, he was satisfied. “Clear, sir. I hear no boats.”
“Good. One day you’re going to have to teach me that oil screen thing.”
Benson grinned. “It’s easy, sir. Like reading tea leaves.”
“Yeah.” He rolled his eyes. “Planesman, up bubble fifteen, make your depth 600 feet, speed 8 knots.”
“Aye sir, up 15, 600 feet, 8 knots.”
With the quarry ahead, Nathan knew it was time for some help. “Weaps, flood and open outer doors on tubes five and six. Let Scooby and Ren off the leash. Scooby to the north of Tango one and Ren to her center.”
A rushing sound came from up forward.
“Pointers deployed, sir.”
The two drones made their way towards Peter the Great faster than USS Stonewall Jackson. Scooby emitted sounds that made him seem like his master, while Ren remained silent.
Up forward, torpedo room sailors used the hanging gantries to manoeuvre two Mk48s into the now vacant tubes. The six Mk48 CBASS fish were now ready and waiting for the call.
USS Stonewall Jackson stalked her target, Pyotr Velikiy, Peter the Great. One of the world’s most powerful warships.
“Damn,” said Benson. “Dipping sonar three miles south west. It’s a Helix ASW chopper.”
Nathan knew the Russians would be looking hard.
“Sir, Scooby’s taken a salvo of UDAV-1 ASW mortars from Tango one. We’re both in range,” said Benson.
“I’ve set him to go emergency deep,” said Weaps, “and make sounds like we would.”
“Ok, guys, keep on it.”
A minute later.
“The mortars are going off over Scooby and he… Wait one, wait one…” The control room listened to Benson, the Virginia Visionary. “Ship launched Type 53 torpedo from Tango one. It’s running for us, range three miles, speed too damn fast.”
They were being hunted by a large torpedo; the same type as was launched from their SSNs.
Benson sat up at his chair; the room noticed and waited. “Holy fuck, we have a fish in the water. It’s an APR-3 dropped from the Helix. It’s in a spiral search looking for us.”
A nightmare, knew Nathan. They were now a target for a heavy Mk53 and a light APR-3. Either could deliver a fatal blow given the chance.
“Both fish running in.”
Nathan knew the APR-3 airdropped was closer. “Emergency deep, emergency deep. Prepare and load countermeasures port and starboard. Weaps, Ren’s at the central location, closer to the 53, that right?”
“Yes, sir, he’s about equidistant from us and Tango one.”
“Right, get him to flood tubes etc, make like he’s carrying out a Mk48 attack on the Pyotr Velikiy. And stream out our tail; get Lucy out at one mile.”
“Nine hundred feet,” called out Nikki.
“All ahead stop, let the negative buoyancy take us down,” said Nathan. “I want us dropping silent as a nun’s panties.”
Nikki looked at him reproachfully.
“You know how quiet they are coming off?” He winked at her. “I’ll tell you about a night in Denver one day.”
Weaps raised his fist. “Ren’s making like an SSN.”
Nathan nodded.
“One thousand one hundred feet,” said Nikki.
“APR still closing, 900 yards, 750, 500. It’s terminal. Closing fast.”
“Get ready, Planesman.”
He waited until the last possible moment.
“One fifty, 120.”
“All ahead full, hard to port, blow ballast. Launch countermeasures to starboard.”
The boat rolled to the left and pitched up, the crew were pushed hard to the right. The bow was up sixty degrees and the power and buoyancy pushed her upwards.
The APR-3 was tempted towards the countermeasures. It exploded. The boat was rolled and pushed, the lighting failed, and the dull red light came on. The crew heard the hull groan and strain like never before. She raced for the surface and came slowly under control; the boiling sea was left below.
“Chief, damage control, get on it.” He knew that wasn’t the only threat down here. “Benson, Weaps, how’s Ren doing with the Type 53?”
“Sir, he’s leading the fish a merry dance. He’s on auto deception and he’s doing a good job of looking like a Los Angeles class SSN. The best copy of USS Pittsburgh that that fish has ever seen. Oh, oh no. No.”
“What’s up?”
Benson hung his head. “The 53’s gone off. The bastard took poor Ren with it.”
Nathan wanted to whoop, but knew the crew wouldn’t like it. Ren had done his job; he’d saved them. But the crew wouldn’t see it like that.
Nathan took the intercom off its hook. “I have to tell you that seaman Ren has just defeated a Russian torpedo. As a result, we’re safe. But he lost his life doing his duty. God rest seaman Ren.” He replaced the handset. Command required you to do odd things; morale mattered.
“Chief, damage control report.”
“I can’t believe how well we got through that. Mitsubishi, Kawasaki and Electric Boat make a tough submarine. Some pipes are fractured, a buoyancy pump will need replacing. Some electrical boards are blown. But all can be fixed in a couple of hours. We’ve bypassed where needed. The boat’s still in fighting shape, sir.”
He knew the time was now; they had to close with the foe.
“Planesman, make your depth 600 feet. Benson, what’s Tango one up to?”
“Sir, he’s heading north at 15 knots. Nothing unusual.”
“He’s in range, sir,” said Nikki.
“Yeah, but I want to close on him before we engage. He has some very good defensive weapons, but he can’t make time.”
The boat headed closer to the target. The minutes passed by.
“Sir, entry splashes, above and south of us. It’s two salvos of UDAV-1 ASW mortars from Tango one,” said Benson.
“We need to go deep, now,” said the XO. Her voice was worried.
“Damn, another salvo to our forward. He’s got three of them in and dropping on us,” Benson said, tension clear in his voice.
“Deep, sir,” said Nikki.
The mortars fell and Nathan timed them. He’d noticed a developing pattern to the mortar attacks.
He knew many people thought ASW mortars were just old-fashioned World War II style depth charges. In a way they were, but they were dangerous and lethal; these time fuze weapons were formidable.
Nathan waited. They’d straddle his depth range, and realistically no submarine could survive a well-targeted mortar attack. There were just too many in a mortar cloud.
Nikki looked at him with a wide-eyed anxious stare. He was leaving it late to go deep and escape.
He checked his wristwatch and waited. Now. “Blow all ballast forward, all ahead full.”
The deck tilted down from the bow and the boat headed up through the mortar cloud raining down on them.
“What the fu…?” began Nikki.
A mortar clunked off the hull and slid down the side, scraping by.
“Shit,” said Benson.
More mortars hit the hull as the boat raced upwards. Then the first mortars exploded below. They were too far away to cause real damage, but the multiple explosions caused the crew to close their eyes or call on their God.
Gas clouds from the detonations below bubbled up and caused the boat to roll and buck. The explosions finally came to an end. Nathan looked to the depth gauge. “Planesman, make your depth 300 feet.”
“What’s with that? Going up?” Nikki asked.
He smiled at her. “They expect you to go emergency deep. I noticed that they anticipated that and were setting the fuze timers to go off deeper. So I did what they didn’t expect and came upwards. The fuzes went off deeper than 600 ft, so more separation.”
“But they could have been contact activated also. One of them making contact could have gone off.”
Nathan shook his head. “The Russians don’t think that way. If it’s a depth timer, then that’s what it is. If it’s a contact fuze, then it’s contact. Keep it simple and straight up the middle.”
“You could have been wrong… sir.”
“I wasn’t though, was I?”
Nikki knew there wasn’t much to say to that. She smiled and shrugged.
“Weaps, flood tubes one to six, open outer doors on one to three.”
“Sir.” His fingers dashed over the panel. “Tubes one to three ready in all respects.”
“Get Scooby to simulate an attack run on Tango one.”
“Scooby running in. Tango one’s northwest, sounding like he’s flooding tubes and opening outer doors.”
Nathan swallowed. He must get it right. He leaned on the rail at his conn, hung his head and calculated angles of approach, distances, speeds and runtimes. The calculations were done.
“Weaps. Scooby to simulate two Mk48 launches on Tango one. Targets forward, aft and amidships. That will be H hour, 10.22 hours. At H hour plus 1 minute 34 seconds, launch tubes one to three, Mk48s, at Tango one. I want three up and underbelly strikes, forward, aft and amidships.”
The control room became subdued. Weaps spoke to the torpedo room. The Chief was speaking to a seaman at the rear. Nikki saw the tension in Nathan’s shoulders and she wanted to hug him, but couldn’t, of course.
Instead, she walked over and stood close with her hand on his back. “We’ll do it.” She smiled. “We’ll do it.”
Time slowed and crept on.
“Scooby’s gone active. He’s simulating a Mk48 launch; his fish is away. He’s launching another.”
“I confirm launch simulation,” said Benson.
The Pointer would increase the volume to simulate an incoming torpedo. It would become apparent that it was a simulation, but it would take time to judge that.
“Mk48s have targeting information now.” Weaps waited until the time was right. “Launch tube one.” A rushing sound and a slight vibration came from upfront. “Launch tube two. Launch tube three.
“Good launch, sir. Motors running, on their way. Tubes being reloaded with 48s.”
The Mk48 CBASS were on their way, running through the cold dark Arctic sea under wire guidance and control. Positional updates came from the boat’s sensitive bow sonars, and now Lucy, the towed array sonar. The powerful Cray computer onboard processed the input and refined the course.
“All three fish are running and hungry,” reported Weaps. “Scooby is transmitting Mk48 attack sounds.”
“No response yet from Tango one,” called Benson. Within a minute he’d changed his mind.
“Two ASW fish launched from Tango one, type unknown.”
“Mk48 countermeasures enabled and ready,” said Weaps.
“Mortar attack on forward fish.”
“Cutting wire on all fish,” called out Weaps. The torpedoes would need to be free to manoeuvre; they used Inertial Navigation System but soon switched to onboard sonar.
“Nathan,” said Nikki, “we could be next. For mortars.”
“Emergency deep, emergency deep,” barked Nathan.
USS Stonewall Jackson flooded all forward and went to full revs. The boat dived. The XO was right.
“Sir, mortars above us, multiple drops.”
Let’s hope we can out-dive them. For goodness sake, we have to.
“Aft fish pinging. Midships fish and forward pinging. ASW fish closing, closing. Forward fish countermeasures. Closing, closing hit. Enemy fish has exploded. Forward Mk48 not responding. It’s gone.”
Benson was sat up and lifting off his chair. “Mortars detonating above.”
The deep thuds sounded through the hull and the boat rolled left and was pushed harshly. Crew members hung on. More explosions above.
The explosions stopped. Thank God.
Nathan looked to Nikki. “Good call, XO. We dived just in time.”
Benson stood. “Our 48s are pinging, pinging. On terminal, final run.”
A Mk48 slammed from below into Peter the Great’s stern, just aft of the engine room. She lifted from her rear as 650lb of high explosive erupted in her aft end. Her nuclear-powered turbines were ripped from their mounts and the nuclear reactor’s control rods dropped, closing down her power. Seawater gushed in.
Another Mk48 rammed up into her midships. Her control room, galley and engineering spaces were blown apart. Two missiles in her central magazine lit their motors; another quickly followed. Surface-to-air missiles cooked off and their warheads exploded. Water flooded two bulkheads with unreasonable speed; another two filled.
“Sir, Tango one has taken two fish amidships and aft, magazines are going off. She’s still afloat but crippled.”
Nathan felt for her crew. It must be hell on there. He knew that war was war though. “Weaps, tube four, select amidships and put another fish in her.”
“Sir, flood tube four, opening outer doors. Launch tube four.” There was a rushing sound from the forward torpedo room. “Good launch, fish running and hungry. Going for an up and underbelly shot.”
The Mk48 sped off towards the Pyotr Velikiy at 45 knots; impact in 2 minutes 24 seconds.
Nathan sat at the conn and looked down at the deck. He drew no pleasure in this. Nikki walked over and stood up close.
“I know it’s not easy, Nathan, but we have to.”
He nodded and then looked at his wrist. The seconds ticked by. Four, three, two, one. That’s it.
Benson punched the air. “Yes, goddamn yes. Hot datum. We got him right up where he doesn’t like it. Eat that, Ivan.”
The torpedo had run up into his mid-section, and the blast had ruptured what was left in there. The central magazine blew; sunburn missiles, shells and Grumble SAMs exploded. With her hull split and torn, what happened next was just physics. The weight of the superstructure was pulled down by gravity. Steel gave way under the unbearable force. The Battle Cruiser’s back broke, her bow and stern sections lifted out of the water, bulkheads buckled under the strain.
Peter the Great, pride of the Northern Fleet, sank by the midships. Her stern rolled over and fell into the sea. Eight minutes later, she finally went down, and the bow slipped below the waves. Life rafts had been launched and survivors were lifted aboard. Strong brave swimmers volunteered to swim out and pull men and women from the icy waters.
Word spread throughout the fleet and men cried in shock. The king was dead.
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Nathan pulled the intercom from its hook. “All hands, all hands. We’ve carried out our orders and scored a hot datum on the enemy flagship Peter the Great. He’s on his way to the seabed. Well done.”
A cheer ran through the boat. Nathan waited. “You’ve proved yourself against the best. USS Stonewall Jackson got in amongst the enemy fleet and gave Peter what he deserved: the bayonet. Men and women of the Jackson, give him his due. Ivan fought bravely, but he took on the best boat in the best goddamn navy on Earth. You don’t fuck with the USN. Captain ends.”
Nathan knew all this was as much about politics as battle. He’d got the knife in; now it was time to twist it.
“Planesman, come south, speed 20 knots.” The Russians would be too shocked and confused to respond quickly.
Fifteen minutes later, the boat cleared the Russian Fleet. “Planesman, speed 6 knots. Trim fore and aft for ascent. Up bubble ten, make for periscope depth.”
“Aye sir, periscope depth 6 knots.”
“Weaps, get the loaded VPM tube active, which was it?”
“Tube two, sir. 49ers is available.”
A Tomahawk cruise missile was sitting waiting.
“Ready the bird. Set target for the Alyosha War Memorial, east bank of the Murmansk Fjord.”
It doesn’t come more symbolic than the center of Murmansk, home of the Northern Fleet.
“Periscope depth, sir.”
Nathan looked to Weaps; he nodded. “Open outer doors, VPM tube two. Ready the Tomahawk.”
“Tube two open, bird aimed and ready, sir.”
“Launch.”
“VPM tube two,” said Weaps. “49ers, returns Gyro up, green board, route A, target T1, Alyosha War Memorial Murmansk. Bird up and ready, sir.”
“Go, go, go!”
There was a faint whooshing sound from back aft.
Weaps called it. “On the surface, 49ers reports launch, good burn. Motor in, wings deployed, gaining altitude. Ladies and gentlemen, we have a flying bird. She’s heading for the enemy’s den.”
The Tomahawk headed south towards the Murmansk Fjord. It entered the channel. At low level, the missile known by her crew as the San Francisco 49ers, passed the Polyarny inlet, home of the Northern Fleet submarines. She turned hard west and flew low for 8 miles and then pulled hard to the south. After 3 miles, 49ers turned to the east and over the city, and she hit the Memorial, detonating the warhead. The area around was blasted clear.
The point had been made. You don’t mess with the best.
* * *
The Northern Fleet was withdrawn to port. Statements were issued about a cowardly submarine attack by multiple enemy nuclear submarines. Peter the Great had taken two enemy boats with her, but had finally been overwhelmed.
NSA Oak Ridge. Building 5300. Tennessee.
The large twin-rotor Chinook helicopter landed close to the NSA building. It had flown from the airport at Chattanooga, 50 miles away. Two USN Officers got out as the rotors spun down, and an NSA employee walked over to them.
“Hi, I’m the head of the facility. You can call me Robert,” said a middle-aged man with a greying full head of hair.
The three of them entered the building.
“We know perfectly well who you are, but you need to pass through the security point.”
A Hispanic woman inspected their passes and took their pictures. “Please, Lieutenant Commander Kaminski, stand here and rest your chin on this. It will take a scan of your retina.”
Nikki stepped up and the machine performed its scan.
“Now, Commander Blake, do the same please.”
Nathan stood for his scan.
She checked the screen. “Welcome to the NSA.”
The man who called himself Robert motioned them to join him. They walked down a corridor and into a room to one side. Robert swiped his pass over the sensor. Elevator doors opened, all three walked in, and he swiped his pass. The doors closed and the elevator descended.
Nathan judged it to have descended four or five stories. The doors opened. Robert walked over to a row of seats and gestured at them to sit. He sat at one end.
“Welcome to Oak Ridge NSA. The Department of Defence has requested that you be given a look at something you helped to put in place.”
Nikki frowned.
“You are Commander and Executive Officer of the USS Stonewall Jackson, and were a big part in the rescue of Danish national Nils Sondergaard and Israeli national Marjan Ghazaryan of the Mossad. She’s not here today; she works elsewhere in the Oak Ridge facility. I’ll introduce you to Dr Sondergaard. I must warn you, he can talk in riddles.”
Robert got up and opened the doors to a large bank of huge screens. On them were images of buildings, vehicles and parts of machinery. None of it made much sense.
“Nils.” Robert called out. A young man walked over to them. “These are the two submarine officers we talked about.”
He smiled and shook their hands. “Hi, I’m Nils. I owe you a big favour. Without you I’d have been a frozen corpse on the icecap. Thank you. I’m to show you my Eye of Ra. Come on, let’s sit at this monitor.”
They sat at a 72” monitor.
“I’ll try to give you some idea about what you’ll see here. There’s a phenomenon called quantum entanglement.” He looked at them. “This is going to be a bit weird. Quantum entanglement says that two particles can be joined, so that whatever happens to one must also happen to its partner, however far apart they are.
“Einstein didn’t like it, he called it ‘spooky action at a distance’. This entanglement happens instantly, too. From here across to the next building or from here to a distant star, it doesn’t matter. It’s not rubbish, it’s real and proven.”
“What?” said Nikki.
“I’ve made a huge breakthrough. I’ve been working on quantum radar and this is what we’ve built here. I’ll have to explain using some technical weird speak.” Nils had recited it so many times. “The Eye of Ra solves what computer science calls an ‘NP-complete’ problem: that’s a problem that’s impossible or nearly impossible to calculate on a classical device like a computer.”
“Why do you call it Eye of Ra?” asked Nathan.
“It’s named after the Ancient Egyptian Eye of Ra, which is believed to be an all-seeing force that uses violence to subdue and control its enemies. So, entangling allows the absorption spectrum and the resolution limit of quantum radar systems to be selected independently of one another. So, while current radar systems must compromise between range and resolution, quantum radar systems can simultaneously achieve the low attenuation/high range associated with a long wavelength and the high resolution associated with a short wavelength.”
Nikki leaned over and touched Nils on his arm and smiled. “I’m sorry, Nils. We haven’t a clue what you’re saying. Sorry.”
“I see. Well, let’s take a look at what it does.”
He switched the screen on. It showed a large building from around 30 degrees above the horizon. “This is building twelve at the Sukhoi factory in Komsomolsk-on-Amur in Siberia. It’s the Russian equivalent of the Lockheed Martin Skunk Works or Boeing Phantom works.”
Nils zoomed in on a truck. You could read the licence plate. He zoomed in again. Now you could see a scratch and blemishes on the truck’s hood.
Nathan thought it was obviously a view from a spy satellite; impressive, but no big deal.
“A spy satellite,” said Nikki.
Nils smiled but shook his head. “Now Miss Kaminski,” the Danish scientist said. “Where do you live? Give me the zip code.”
She did. The view changed to her street in Macon Georgia.
“What number?”
“215.”
The view changed to her house. He zoomed into an upstairs window, then further in. A spider crawled across the window ledge. He then zoomed into her bedroom. Her bed was unmade and just as she’d left it.
“I was in a hurry,” she said, a little embarrassed.
Nils picked a drawer against the wall. He gave her a look and then zoomed inside the drawer. There were skimpy panties laid out.
Nikki was wide-eyed. “But that’s inside a closed drawer.” He smiled and nodded.
“Let’s see what else we can see.” The view zoomed in to what she knew was the next pair: the red ones under the first.
She gasped. A look of horror crossed her face. She knew what they’d see next. That was unthinkable. “Get out. Pull back.”
Nils did. She relaxed.
“Ok, let’s try here.” He pulled back to the center of the room and zoomed into the kitchen a floor down below.
“What?” Nikki said.
Nils picked the microwave oven and zoomed in on the digital clock screen. He zoomed in again and they saw the circuitry behind the clock. He zoomed into some text; it was in Korean, and a popup onscreen translated. YRR3044/3 LG electrics, product of Korea.
Then he zoomed into the letter ‘e’ until it filled the screen. He zoomed in and a popup screen displayed chemical symbols. “It’s showing us the chemical composition of the print used here.”
He pressed a switch and the view changed back to the Sukhoi plant. Nils zoomed inside the building and they saw technicians working on an aircraft. He zoomed in further and they saw the innards of the aircraft, its electrical circuits.
“That’s stunning,” said Nathan.
“If we set it to object scan mode we can run through the whole thing and store all the images and detailed metallic, electrical and chemical compositions. We can see it just as though we had one here at Oak Ridge. We keep everything on digital servers for anybody who we think should see them. We can store anything from the innards of the Russian President’s cell phone to the insides of his mistress’s vibrator.” He cast a brief glance at Nikki, who looked as pale as a sheet as she suppressed a look of horror. “Where do you want to go next?”
Nathan directed Nils to a PLAN submarine base. They zoomed into a Chinese SSBN and he let Nathan look around the control room.
“That’s staggering,” said Nathan.
Nils smiled. “We can also change the chemical composition of remote objects. That’s a new capability so far. As an experiment from here, we’ve been able to weld hatches shut inside M1 Abrams tanks in Germany. That was a laugh. We couldn’t say how it’d been done; we blamed the manufacturers.”
After another hour, they left.
“I can’t believe what we just saw,” said Nikki.
He nodded. They were on a 737 on its way to New York and then to Groton USN base where the boat was getting a new prop.
“Nathan.” She pushed up as close as she could; she couldn’t get as close as she wanted. They were USN Officers in uniform. “We have two weeks leave from next week. Where would you like to go on vacation?”
Nathan thought for a while. “You know, Nik, I’d like to start our trip by staying at the Hotel Wisslunfrau, Rome, Italy.”
“What? How?” She was shocked, she’d made the reservations yesterday. “How did you know?”
“I’d seen you putting that blue envelope in your purse.” He grinned. “I knew it was from a travel company. When you went to the restroom at Oak Ridge, I had Nils zoom in and take a look.”
“You what?” she hit him.
Nathan laughed at her. She hit him again, then softened and laughed with him.
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