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  SILENT HUNTER


  Prologue


  A gray Chevy eased to a dusty stop at a scenic turnoff on the coastal highway in Washington State. The man who got out and stretched as he rolled up his shirt sleeves might have been a salesman taking a midday break. The automobile was registered in the same name that appeared on his driver’s license—Charles Pearson. He was of medium height, clean shaven, indistinguishable in a crowd, apparently an average working man stopping by the roadside for a breather during a busy day.


  It was a rare sunny day for late winter. Ocean waves boomed with a never-ending rumble on the rocks below. A small sandy beach interrupted the unevenness of a rocky coastline. There, seals wiggled ashore to sun and frolic, their playful barking rising as the man’s eyes methodically completed their second complete circuit of his surroundings. Satisfied, he reached in the driver’s window and extracted a set of high-powered binoculars. They’d been adjusted to his eyes that morning in his hotel room. He again looked about cautiously before scanning the hills behind him. No one there, nothing unusual he could detect. As a matter of fact, there had never been any reports of lookouts anywhere in the vicinity. Yet his comrades continued to disappear.


  Arkady Kovschenko—for that was his given name in his hometown of Tula, a city south of Moscow—swept the binoculars from the landscape behind him to the high pasture on the spit of land two miles down the coast. It sat on a bluff sloping sharply down to the water’s edge. He had memorized the available charts for this section of coastline, and that entire spit of land seemed to have appeared out of nowhere in the last few years.


  This was a remote strip on the Washington coast, barren enough that it had not been mapped by Soviet satellites for years. The spit’s appearance had been noted a few years back by a minor operative who found it unusual. When he suffered a heart attack soon after, apparently no one in the KGB’s cartographic division had considered the report significant. A little more than a year ago, another agent had provided sketchy reports on a strange consortium of military officers and defense contractors (mostly involved with submarines) that would meet on a monthly basis in Washington, D.C. They would also mysteriously disappear every few months after flying into the Seattle area. Strangely enough, covert checks at their normal offices would always indicate they were either temporarily unavailable to the caller or somewhere other than reported by the agent in the Northwest. When he died in an automobile accident, his carefully prepared reports seemed to have died with him. There was no correlation from the other sources that would have made his reports more important than first judged.


  If the number of Soviet agents dying in the American Northwest hadn’t finally attracted some attention in Moscow, the bureaucrats who administered these agents might have buried what would later prove to be one of the most vital intelligence coups in the United States.


  That was why Charles Pearson/Arkady Kovschenko was peering intently through his binoculars at the pastoral scene before him. The powerful lenses brought the pasture and the spit to him as though they were next to the car. It appeared so natural that without his earlier training he would never have noticed the oddities he now identified. The coastline in that vicinity was punctuated by sharp grades running up from the waterline, broken only by the narrow flood plain of rivers and creeks flowing from the inland peaks. This spit sloped more gradually, taking on an unnatural appearance as he concentrated. The rocks seemed to have been placed there by man rather than nature. Then he noticed the grass in the pastures. Though there actually were cattle grazing there, the shading of the grass they consumed was slightly different, thicker and more textured than that nearby. It was almost as if it had been planted there to ensure that the cows remained.


  The Russian studied the rollers ceaselessly attacking the shoreline. He had been trained in oceanography classes to study the action of coastal waters, and he now saw what convinced him that perhaps a giant American submarine wasn’t just a rumor. The coloration of the water, the movement of the waves, even obviously shifted sandbars on either side indicated that a deep channel existed right to the base of that spit—and it was wide, over three hundred feet. This could be the monster’s lair.


  There was but one way to confirm his suspicions. After a final sweep of the surrounding area, he dropped the binoculars inside his car. Opening the trunk, he extracted a large, well-wrapped package, which he lugged to the edge of the slope, lowering it carefully by rope to the bench below. The curious seals wriggling over to sniff the foreign object scattered when he tossed the rope down behind it.


  Hearing the sound of a distant motor, he closed the trunk carefully. Extracting a paper bag from the front seat, he neatly laid the contents on the hood. As the only vehicle in the past twenty minutes approached, the Russian was perched on the hood of his car munching on a sandwich, a Coke bottle in his other hand. Smiling and waving to the approaching car, he was just a salesman enjoying his lunch by a scenic turnoff. The driver of the other car waved and continued on his way.


  The lunch had been an afterthought, but it tasted good. It wouldn’t hurt him to finish it, and he remained on the hood of the car, pleased with his discovery and the few relaxing moments he was able to steal.


  They would be his last, for the driver of the other car had already alerted security.


  High above, in an undetected orbit, a photographic satellite recorded his every moment. The images appeared quite clearly on a small screen in the security office situated well below the grazing cows. The watch officer was alerted early on to the car that stopped by the scenic turnoff. That spot had actually been constructed to provide the best view of this artificial headland, and a warning buzzer sounded in the security office whenever a car pulled off there. The watch officer moved over to a periscope and studied his objective through a powerful lens that literally brought Kovschenko into the room. He depressed the automatic photograph button three times so that they would have clear pictures of the intruder, should he manage to elude them. Once the package was lowered over the edge to the sandy beach below, he then punched the alert button for the duty SEAL team.


  The Russian finished his lunch, methodically bunching the sandwich wrappers and sliding them under the car seat with the empty Coke bottle. Then he moved back inside the car, unseen by either human or satellite. Quickly he dictated everything he had seen and would attempt to accomplish in the next few hours on a tiny recorder that fit in the palm of his hand. Finally, again checking to see that he remained alone, he removed his clothes down to a bathing suit under his trousers.


  As he left the car, he placed a handwritten note under the windshield wiper—“out of gas will return.” He then engaged a switch on the tiny recorder to radiate a signal that could be picked up only by a similar instrument. Another recording had been left in his hotel room explaining where he would be going that morning. His people would be able to trace every step if he disappeared. His recorded words confirmed his impressions of the existence of a lair for a giant submarine.


  After slipping the compact recorder under a loose rock at the edge of the cliff as he prepared to lower himself, his descent to the seal beach was rapid. Detritus preceding his approach irritated the seals until they finally moved offshore. The Russian removed a wet suit, breathing apparatus, diving mask, miniature underwater camera, and an electric pulling motor from the package.


  By the time he entered the water, the leader of the SEAL team was in the security station watching. He’d seen those motors before and knew how fast they could pull a swimmer. Checking his watch, he calculated within minutes when the Russian would approach the thousand-yard barrier.


  There was little effort involved on the part of the SEALs. When they unexpectedly appeared around him, the Russian reached futilely for the knife in his belt. But before he could remove it from the sheath, a dart with an explosive head had already penetrated his chest cavity, disintegrating his heart.


  That night his body was towed out to sea and dumped, along with his equipment, in a weighted bag. Before nightfall, his car was a compact lump of metal in a junkyard a hundred miles distant. The area surrounding the car had been swept electronically.


  Like those who had gone before him, there was no evidence that he had ever existed. But the compact device he had secreted under the rock had gone undetected. It would be turned up a few weeks later by what appeared to be a highway crew—a sweep team sent out by the Soviet intelligence officer in Seattle. It would be confirmation that the next man would utilize in the quest for a menace the Soviets had yet to ferret out.


  In an even more remote part of the world, an equally determined individual was embarking on a similar quest. He was an American but he was not masquerading as a Russian on the forbidding Soviet Kola Peninsula. There was no need for such cover in the bitter arctic winter.


  He was one of an elite few able to survive comfortably in that territory. His training was unsurpassed, primarily because he was the originator and instructor of the most rigorous cold-regions survival course. Swathed in white, not a centimeter of skin was exposed. His unique clothing was lightweight yet insulated against colder temperatures than he now faced, and his eyes were screened against the cold and the whiteness. A minuscule oxygen generator enhanced his breathing. Worldly needs were carried on his back, including an inflatable cocoon to protect him from the elements when he burrowed under the snow to rest.


  The Norwegians had offered a miniaturized snowmobile, which had been politely rejected based on his assumption that the Russians guarded against such machines with sniffers capable of detecting the slightest trace of exhaust. Preferring to operate on his own, his training and stamina more than made up for any benefit a fallible machine might provide.


  His mission was limited—a maximum of three days, he insisted. Longer would surely mean he’d failed. His superiors made one last offer, an honorable way to drop out. They would wait another month or so until the seasonal storms passed, then try satellite photography. He refused. The final transmission from one of his men—his closest friend—near Murmansk indicated the Soviets had been prepositioning tanks, artillery, and supplies near the Norwegian border under the cover of arctic storms. Only the Russians were capable of such large-scale movements that time of year. If the report was accurate, they would easily filter troops in to operate the weapons under the cover of the long arctic nights. Unanticipated, they could conduct a blitzkrieg-type sweep into Norway. His best man had died to relay that—he could not live with himself if he waited until the Soviets proved the report correct. The result could be Soviet occupation of the land mass controlling access to the Arctic.


  The bleak landscape had been photographed repeatedly the past year by satellite, and terrain models had been constructed. There were obvious locations to conceal vast numbers of weapons, easy to camouflage and perfect for launching an assault as the weather broke.


  He slipped across the border on cross-country skis less than forty miles from two of the three most logical spots. He navigated with a compass and a watch, matching his pace against the distance. The darkness, the snow, and the cold, punctuated by the persistent winds, provided the gift of security as the hostile terrain enveloped him.


  The initial cache lay in a depression, and the downhill slope he anticipated there was nonexistent. Instead, a fuel storage area had been established in its place. The camouflage cover combined with the drifting snow to create a smooth-appearing surface when he should have been moving gently downhill. Little time was required to estimate the amount of stored fuel. It would support a massive assault. A satellite recorded the data he flashed skyward in a short, simple code. Aware there were no guards, he then rested under the protection of the Soviet camouflage.


  Two hours later, refreshed, he skied the track of a frozen river at a rapid pace. Pride and ego spurred him on through the frigid, never-ending darkness. No other man could accomplish what he was now enjoying. Single-handed, he was defeating the Russians at their own game.


  Anticipation of success, the thrill of superiority, each played a part in his undoing. The prepositioning of such vast arms supplies could not go totally unprotected, regardless of the hostile environment. A small unit of KGB guards had been attached to a post near the tank depot. They had no need to patrol their position. Rather, they utilized electronics to monitor their surroundings. The American had no indication when he tripped the beams, but a red light and soft warning buzzer alerted the KGB duty team.


  The Russians employed snowmobiles. They were protecting their own assets and had no reason to be elusive when the alarm was tripped. Each man covered a preplanned sector. With no idea of the cause of the warning or its threat, they traveled without lights. There was no wildlife able to trip their beams, so it was almost certain their quarry was human. And, in such a hostile locale, there would be only one purpose. The well-armed troops remained in constant radio contact.


  The American had instinctively gone to the rear of the tank depot rather than following the ravine. Half-a-dozen KGB guards moved out to cover the approaches. Nothing. Then another light flashed on the security board in the guardhouse. It was relayed to the leader’s machine. Someone was moving near the back of the depot.


  The American found exactly what he was looking for. Cutting through the heavy camouflage cover, he briefly illuminated row after row of T-80 main battle tanks. Perhaps the mental effort of estimating the numbers so quickly decreased his alertness. Whatever the cause, the first sound he heard—small, high-speed engines—was much closer than he ever should have allowed.


  Moving rapidly into the open, he flashed a rough coded signal of what he’d seen in the direction of the satellite, realizing the intelligence was now more vital than his life. However, every move he made at this stage now became guesswork, as his signal was aimed skyward in a direction he anticipated the satellite was located. His tank estimate also seemed jumbled as the sound of engines drew dangerously near, and he repeated his signal, adding a warning at the end to indicate he was in danger.


  With still no confirmation of what he faced, the American skied quickly away from the approaching machines. There was no way he could outrun a snowmobile, but he might confuse them, then burrow in the drifts until they gave out. With long, purposeful strides, he increased his speed to the maximum. He knew his limits but he had maintained such a pace in training for as long as fifteen minutes at a time. No other human had ever been able to keep up with him. There was as yet no doubt in his mind that he was able to survive any challenge.


  The KGB team leader carried an infrared detector. When a third beam was momentarily broken in an adjacent sector, there was little difficulty in locating a warm-blooded creature in the frigid Arctic. The Soviets closed their target like a pack of wolves. They could neither see nor hear their quarry, but they could track the minimal heat he was radiating.


  The American knew his odds were limited when he recognized engines on either side and he accepted his fate when the roar of another was directly in front. The crack of the first rifle shot came to him through the chill blackness at the same time as the muzzle flash and the impact of the bullet in his thigh. He went down in a heap as more bullets cracked above him.


  Rolling to his belly, he unhooked the lightweight, automatic rifle from his hip. There was no way a man could escape this godforsaken region with one leg, but he promised himself that others would remain with him as he brought the weapon to his shoulder. The firing subsided. They were moving closer, and at twenty yards they opened fire again. He selected the flash of two weapons too close together, set the selector on automatic, and squeezed the trigger, moving his gun barrel rapidly from side to side, then up and down.


  There was no further response from that direction. He waited, hoping against hope that someone else might fire on him and miss. But they were too smart. Nothing.


  Then a steady blast came from his right side, no more than fifteen yards away. His head moved in that direction and he tried to bring his weapon around, but he was unable to wheel fast enough. The firing continued long after the American had died.


  Their leader came over and kicked at the body. Satisfied, he roped the intruder’s feet, attaching the other end to the back of his snowmobile. He flicked on his homing device, and the vehicles raced back to their quarters. The American bounced along behind, face down in the snow.


  The loss of two such superb operatives was not to be the last—for either side. The disc recording left by Kovschenko established beyond a doubt that a submarine of great magnitude was building on the Washington coastline. The death of fine men before and after him would prove that great sacrifice was necessary to learn the capabilities of this immense submarine. Similarly for the Americans, the knowledge that a prepositioned invasion force was developing near the Norwegian border was proof of Soviet designs on the North Atlantic in the near future.


  For more than a decade, the Russians had been designing their ballistic missile submarines to operate under the arctic icepack. They reinforced their craft for surfacing through the ice, improved communications gear to keep in touch with their commanders, and developed navigational devices to perfect targeting from that region. Under the ice, they were as close as necessary to their American targets without the need to expose themselves to sophisticated detection equipment by transiting to the Atlantic or Pacific. They could depart their own arctic ports and commence directly north to the safety of the ice. The only method of locating them after that would be another submarine—an attack submarine designed to seek them out, without being detected first, and sink them before they could fire their missiles. ICBMs raining down on American cities from unknown sources in the Arctic were almost impossible to defend against. The Russians were converting the Arctic Ocean into a Soviet domain.


  The American response had been to produce faster, deeper-diving submarines, vessels so quiet they could sneak up on their opposite number and fire before they themselves were heard. There were two direct routes to the Arctic Ocean: one through the shallow Bering Strait between Alaska and Siberia, the other through the North Atlantic and Norwegian Sea. The former could be easily monitored by the Soviets; the latter presented a challenge. The Kremlin determined that the only method of protecting their territory—for they felt quite defensive about the waters north of the Scandinavian countries—would be to eventually control Norway and convert the Norwegian Sea into a high-threat environment. With naval bases in that country and Soviet planes flying over the ocean between it and Greenland, they were confident that they could protect their missile submarines under the icepack.


  Soviet intelligence estimates indicated that they’d have to respond rapidly or the Americans would move additional attack submarines into arctic waters. Control of the Norwegian Sea appeared a necessity. The Norwegian Constitution denied quartering of foreign troops in that nation in time of peace. American and Canadian military supplies had been prepositioned there, but they would be useless if the land was in Soviet hands before troops could be landed. The Soviets moved their own prepositioned material for a blitzkrieg-type offensive into position in the dead of winter. The troops were less than a hundred miles away in Murmansk.


  Wiser heads in the Soviet Union suggested that maybe an arrangement could be made with the U.S. to keep NATO ships south of a designated line in the North Atlantic. It might serve as a starting point to negotiations and withdrawal of Soviet forces near the Norwegian border. Some of the Politburo felt that talking was a better option than invading their neighbors.


  In Washington, powerful people on both civilian and military levels felt that nothing could be done before the prepositioned Soviet forces were completely withdrawn. Intelligence reports established that the arctic wasteland between Norway and Murmansk already possessed the greatest concentration of naval, ground, and air forces in the world. There were forty airfields, sixteen of them capable of all-weather operations, with close to fifteen hundred military aircraft. Two motorized special winter divisions were quartered in the Murmansk region along with an amphibious infantry division in Pechenga. And their Northern Fleet was now approaching one hundred and fifty warships. Nothing should be negotiated with that threat. Attack submarines were ordered to additional positions under the icepack and counterinvasion plans were instigated to defend Norway. The final plan was an early release of the most powerful weapon devised in submarine warfare as a direct challenge to the Russians. Work in the secret submarine pen on the Washington coast was hurried.


  While the politicians watched and wondered and schemed, intelligence reports on both sides expanded on the dire consequences taking shape, urging immediate action before the other side could move.


  1


  Hal Snow had never learned to keep his mouth shut, nor was he concerned with the problem. That was the prime reason he was never nominated for the star that would have made him a flag officer. “I don’t give a shit what they say in the Pentagon …” he responded.


  “You are in the Pentagon,” Admiral Reed interrupted.


  “I know that, Andy. But you’re not Pentagon military anymore than I am. You just as much as admitted you’re not part of the in group right now.”


  Andy Reed was not, he knew, part of that elite that Snow referred to, but there were few these days who were welcomed to it. He did wear the two stars of a rear admiral, which carried about as much weight this moment with Hal Snow as … the hell with it, he said to himself. “Go on, Hal, I’m listening.”


  Snow was in civilian clothes—for security reasons. He had been requested to wear a uniform only when he was aboard Imperator in her pen. The Navy preferred not to broadcast the fact that Hal Snow had returned to the Navy. Studying him now in a tailored gabardine suit, Reed could see why the defense contractors fell over themselves trying to hire Snow when he left the service a few years back. He was tall and slim. Finely chiseled features complemented a full head of close gray hair. Snow looked as sharp now in a three-piece suit as in a uniform and he spoke well and understood the language in both corporate boardrooms and Capitol Hill. He was exactly the type the civilian contractors wanted to carry their messages to legislators and speak before the television cameras—but as he often repeated, he didn’t have to like it.


  Admiral Andy Reed was also a very persuasive individual. He had been the one to convince Hal Snow to come back, “for one more ride.” Reed remembered how he’d rehearsed that speech that day before Snow first came into his office, thinking of every word that might convince this superb submariner to return to uniform. Snow had let him go on, never once interrupting, which was very odd for Snow. And when Reed had finally come to the clincher and explained how badly the Navy needed him now, Snow had said simply, “Okay.” When Reed asked why the decision had been so easy, Snow responded with one of his classic statements: “It’s simple, Andy. I feel like a goddamn transvestite, switching from the captain of a nuclear submarine to a huckster pleading for someone’s tax money.” Hal Snow, Reed realized, was never one for understatement.


  Snow had taken over Imperator a little less than a year ago, while she was still on blocks. Taking over Reed’s responsibilities, he’d accepted that unforgiving job of preparing a new construction ship for sea—and had done his usual superb job.


  Now, Reed had to use the power of his two stars to convince Imperator’s commanding officer that she was going to sea ahead of schedule and that there was work that wouldn’t be completed. It was nothing critical to her mission, but Hal Snow would know there were blemishes where a perfect ship should exist.


  “You know, Andy, it’s just like rape. I’ve got the largest, most powerful ship ever built, a goddamn secret weapon—the juiciest command ever—and these armchair admirals want to put it on the market just before it’s ripe.”


  “She’ll be fully capable, Hal. No limitations in the engineering plant or weapons department—”


  “The idea stinks,” Snow added with finality.


  “You want to turn her over to someone else?”


  “Not on your life.” Snow grinned for the first time. “Dumb sometimes. Big mouth a lot. But crazy? Not by a long shot. Imperator’s mine, Andy. She’s a dream….” Then he paused, a quizzical look spreading over his face. “Yeah, dumb sometimes … maybe now, too. Why, Andy? Why do they want her out before she’s finished?” And when Reed gave the only answer he could—he didn’t know exactly why he’d been ordered to prepare Imperator for sea ahead of schedule—that’s when Snow had said, “I don’t give a shit what they say in the Pentagon.” The Pentagon mentality—that’s what outsiders called decisions that appeared to have no reasons, or at least no reasons given. So now Reed sat there while Snow got everything off his chest. Listening was easy because he knew there was no one else to replace Snow.


  Snow continued on about officers with too many scrambled eggs on their hats for their own good, and decisions that weren’t well thought out, and then he finally concluded by saying, “Okay, Andy, what can I do to help you? I know it’s not your idea. I’m not going to give her up.”


  “You can spend the rest of the day going over these work orders with me. They say they want her ready in eight weeks. I figure twelve may be what they mean. Help me get everything you absolutely want in the next eight weeks, and I’ll try to get you an extra month for cosmetics. How’s that?”


  Snow shrugged. “Aren’t we all supposed to say: I’m ready now?” He murmured with another grin. Then he cocked his head a bit to one side and added curiously, “You going to send me up under the ice before I have a chance to shake her down good?”


  “Come on. Cut it out. You’re shaking her down right now. The computer can do better than any human being with a ship like that. And you’ve got the prime specialist in the country handling it—”


  Snow interrupted, “That broad—”


  “That broad designed that system,” Reed said emphatically. “Carol Petersen knows more about that computer than you’ll ever know in a lifetime.” He pointed a finger in Snow’s direction. “You promised, and I’m holding you to it.”


  Andy Reed was not what the Navy would consider the recruiting-poster type. He was of medium height, not short but certainly not the type that appeared to have been born to a uniform. His shoulders were broad, but sloped, and his legs were short and thick. His double-breasted Navy jacket used to look smarter, but his spreading, mid-forties waist pulled it out in the front and left it baggy in the rear. His posture was what his wife described as his saving grace. Andy Reed had military bearing before he had ever set foot in Annapolis; it was a touch that came with natural leadership ability. He was born to the job! His brown hair had become quite thin, but his black eyes were sharp and piercing and conveyed his every mood. Admiral Reed commanded respect naturally.


  “Say no more. That broad,” Snow added hastily, “can do whatever you say she can and I’ll keep my mouth shut.”


  “Don’t bring her up again,” Reed concluded. From the outset, he anticipated Snow’s contempt for a woman on a submarine. He was no different than any other submariner, maybe a little more explicit now that it was a fact of life. Carol Petersen was responsible for the design of Imperator s computer. She had named it Caesar (“What better name for the machine that controls Imperator, soon to be the emperor of the seas?”). But no matter what her qualifications were— even mother of the computer—no submariner accepted the idea of a woman at sea with them. Most of the crew were Navy types. They ran the reactor, controlled the weapons systems, and stood the watches. The only civilians were systems specialists, like Carol Petersen, who so far had been treated with disdain.


  Later that day, as they went through the stacks of work orders they’d been numbering one to ten in importance, Snow looked up, his eyes as clear and positive as ever, and stated, “I’ll bet we’ll go under the ice right away, Andy. No time to get the feel of her before someone tries to sink us. I want to be so ready….” Then his voice drifted off.


  Reed knew how much Snow had grown to love that monster of a ship. That was another reason they’d given him permission to talk Hal Snow into coming back. Not only was there no submariner out there with the know-how to take on this job—the best had been promoted and were anchored to desks—none of them could handle a ship and a crew quite like Snow. If he was a lousy administrator stuck in his rank forever, he was the optimal commanding officer. Some of the brass hated to take him back in after they’d passed him over for promotion and driven him out, but he was the one man for the job. None of them could disagree. The Navy worked in strange ways in peacetime.


  As Reed and Snow determined how they would prepare Imperator for sea, senior flag officers in a room not too far away from their own struggled with another problem. They were now rescheduling assignments for attack submarines in New London and Norfolk and Charleston on the East Coast and San Diego and Pearl Harbor on the West Coast based on direct orders from the White House to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


  While some of the submarines would remain on assignments in other parts of the world, many would be directed to arctic waters—some as decoys, but most of them to counter the threat of Soviet ballistic-missile submarines lurking under the ice. It was considered by the White House to be a valid response to a valid threat from the Kremlin.


  The orders were issued at the highest threshold of security, based purely on a need-to-know basis. Even Admiral Reed had yet to be included in these plans. Unfortunately, there was limited knowledge of the sophisticated Soviet intelligence network within the naval communications system. Penetration by the KGB had taken a generation of operatives, but it was superb. Before many of the squadron commanders reported their units ready for sea, this shift in strategy was already being analyzed in the Kremlin. They also were aware the mystery submarine was preparing for sea and intuitively they assumed it would be directed to Europe’s Northern Flank.


  Abe Danilov knew more about submarines than any other admiral in the Soviet Navy. He also was considered without a doubt the expert on American submarine strategy and tactics. No decisions were made without first briefing Danilov and probing his mind for a response. He understood challenges and he knew when there was a bluff.


  “They’re not bluffing this time. They’ve no choice. The weakest segment in their defense system is to the north, over Canada. With our SSBNs sitting up there under the ice, they see a significant threat.” He turned to face Admiral Chernavin, his immediate superior. “If I was in their position, I would do exactly as they have done. They’ve no choice,” he repeated again, his dark brows knit together so that curly, maverick white hairs projected at odd angles above his eyes.


  The discussion continued through the morning. Options were considered, some tabled, some dropped, until they finally came back to what Chernavin knew they should have done much, much earlier. “What would you suggest, Admiral Danilov?”


  The heavy eyebrows shot up. He’d been getting progressively more tired as the useless discussion continued and he knew eventually they would ask him. “You’ve already come up with much of the answer. You said yourself,” he said, indicating his chief of staff, Captain First Rank Sergoff, “that there are only two doors to the Arctic for the Americans. Nothing can go through the Bering Strait without being tracked. Since you can’t sink them, pick them up one by one and follow them as they enter the Arctic Ocean.” He shrugged. “Simple enough.” Then he looked at Chernavin again, raising his dramatic eyebrows. “The North Atlantic is a different matter, eh?”


  Admiral Danilov’s heavy features presented a menacing appearance at times like this. He was taller than many submariners of his era, but was still under six feet. He’d entered the service when no man over six feet was accepted on those small diesel boats. Because he had little neck to speak of, his head appeared too large for his body. Danilov was husky—wide shoulders, heavy but not fat trunk, and arms that seemed to strain at his uniform seams. His powerful, stubby fingers were a lie to the rest of his body, for they were as nimble and quick as any quartermaster laying a course on a chart. Danilov’s face was full and square, and many said he looked enough like Brezhnev to have been his brother. That in itself was enough to contribute to his reputation. But beneath this gruff, bearlike aspect was a superb tactical mind.


  Admiral Chernavin waited silently for the other to continue. He was familiar with the dramatics and knew Danilov loved the audience. Let him enjoy it now.


  “You can’t very well stop them from going up through the Labrador Sea or the Denmark Strait or the Norwegian Sea now, can you? That would be the devil’s own time.” He chuckled. He drew a deep breath and waited until all eyes seemed to be fixed on his own. “I guess you should tell them they can’t go up there.” He enjoyed the silence that greeted his response. “Since we don’t have the ability to stop them any other way, I think that’s by far the best idea.”


  “Can you tell us how we ought to go about that?” Admiral Chernavin asked, amused by his own response, for he knew of no other answer either. Unlike most of the others around the table, he knew that Danilov was not only deadly serious, but was absolutely correct.


  “That’s for the politicians to figure out, Vladimir. I’m a submariner and I think I’ll keep it that way. I’d much rather retire and go live in my dacha than be a politician and die of a heart attack too young.”


  Another younger admiral, one who was not a submariner and had designs on someday becoming a politician, inquired, “How would you convince them that they ought to listen to a suggestion so wild?”


  “By making a deal with them. They love deals.” Danilov would much rather have them make a deal for the time being. He had no desire to go to sea in the near future. His wife was seriously ill and he wanted to be at her side.


  It was Admiral Chemavin’s responsibility to carry Danilov’s suggestion to the Kremlin and explain that it was the only solution that the best naval minds had been able to develop. He hadn’t the least idea what kind of deal could be made but, as Danilov had explained, that was up to the politicians. The Soviet Navy had strong feelings that the evolving crisis had been created by the politicians.


  Once Chernavin had stated his case, political minds pondered the situation and tried to imagine what the Americans might accept in exchange. It wasn’t until the following day, when the American ambassador to the United Nations made a speech before the General Assembly concerning Soviet troops poised on the Norwegian border, that the solution appeared to them.


  The following week the General Assembly heard from the Soviet ambassador. He concurred that the U.S. did indeed have a point. But, Moscow’s intentions were not aggressive toward their neighbors to the west. The annual NATO exercises called Teamwork took place in the North Atlantic and extended well into the Norwegian Sea and beyond the North Cape. These exercises were structured around American carrier battle groups, and impressed upon the Soviets the need to maintain tight security in their arctic territories. After all, the U.S. and Canada over the last few years had prepositioned military supplies in northern Norway scant distances from the Soviet border. These Teamwork exercises were designed to support amphibious landings by NATO forces on Norwegian territory. The Kremlin was forced to interpret these exercises as preparation for an invasion on the Soviet Arctic. As the Soviet ambassador stated—prepositioning could be considered the first cousin to an actual declaration of war. And now, Teamwork!


  Moscow had been so impressed with NATO’s annual display that they had no choice but to devise a method for protecting their arctic lands. While admitting the prepositioning of small amounts of armor and supplies, they denied any massive buildup. Not only were there no troops available to utilize this equipment, but much of their own effort had been only an exercise in prepositioning. The explanation was logical.


  Further, the ambassador explained, Moscow feared the return of American carrier battle groups that summer. Because the Scandinavian countries remained neutral, the Soviet government was ready to offer a solution—they would remove what limited materiel had been prepositioned near the borders if the U.S. would agree not to send any of their naval forces north of the Arctic Circle, approximately the sixty-seventh parallel, that year. By naval forces, the Soviets meant surface, air, and subsurface units. It seemed a small enough gesture on the part of both nations toward international peace.


  This olive branch was well received by members of the General Assembly.


  “That speech was just so much unmitigated crap,” the head of the CIA stated to the others around the table. “Too many good men have been lost in the past couple of months to accept that kind of baloney. We have the lists of divisions and their commanders who are scattered near Murmansk just waiting to move out.” He slid a sheaf of papers toward the middle of the table. “Anybody care to look at that? Pretty close to an invasion plan if you ask me. That’s so goddamned different from what that clown claimed at the UN … it would make the devil blush….” He sputtered on about orders of battle and numbers, but it was all unnecessary. Each man around the table understood the purpose of the Soviet offer all too well.


  But in another part of Washington, the possibilities of the situation were scrutinized more carefully by ambitious politicians with eyes on re-election. There had been a great deal of logic in the Soviet offer. Instead of an eye for an eye, they were presenting a solution where it seemed neither side had to lose either an eye or even a shred of dignity. The concept also appealed to many of the more liberal members of the NATO community.


  Those powerful but short-term members of Congress blissfully unaware of the extent of Soviet expansion along the Norwegian border, were impressed with the idea of cooling off an area that appeared to be bubbling over. Extensive debate followed in both the Senate and the House. White House advisors appeared caught up by the positive aspects of the debate.


  Within days, the Russians provided proof of their goodwill by commencing the removal of the materiel they had admitted to. Though it would be inconclusive that time of year, they even invited satellite confirmation of their efforts. U.S. intelligence sources knew, however, that the vast majority of materiel remained hidden under camouflage.


  Once the Kremlin had made their first move for the sake of goodwill, they went right ahead and set a date a few weeks hence that American naval forces should remain south of the Arctic Circle. Since American naval units generally operated in the Mediterranean or warmer waters during the winter months, there was nothing north of that line other than a few submarines conducting normal operations. The timing in the Kremlin had been superb.


  A week later, poised at the same table, the CIA director turned to the senior naval officer after completing his diatribe about the extent of Soviet forces that remained poised on the Norwegian border. “We don’t have a choice, do we, Admiral?”


  The admiral shook his head from side to side.


  “I’ll be making my recommendation to the White House shortly. We have to test them—we have to send a ship north of the line….”


  “If the Soviet Union is able to keep us out of the Arctic—turn it into their own bathtub …”


  The admiral was again shaking his head. “If they control Norway, that means their SSBNs are as secure as a baby in mother’s arms….”


  Another admiral opened his briefcase and took out photographs that had been enlarged for release to the news media. Some were clear, some dark and grainy, but they all displayed exactly the same subject—Soviet ballistic-missile submarines. Included were the older, smaller Yankee class; the ten-thousand-ton Deltas with their longer-range missiles; and the massive, twenty-five-thousand-ton Typhoons—each more menacing than the next. The Typhoons could hit their U.S. targets without ever leaving the dock. They hid below the icecap only for their own protection. To allow the Soviet Union to control Norway and the Arctic would create a “bastion for these marauders,” as the admiral put it.


  While a special ambassador was dispatched to Moscow to discuss elements of the offer with his counterparts, one of the deepest American plants in the Soviet apparatus observed discreetly as the Soviet military dismembered its prepositioned force—at least the amount that had been admitted to. The withdrawal was the beginning of a complete circle, with tanks, artillery, and supplies first being loaded on trucks or trains headed south. At a point a few hundred miles south of Murmansk, they began a wide turn, eventually heading back to the Murmansk sector.


  The CIA clarified the situation to the White House, and various senior members of the military were called in for advice. At the same time. Congress was encouraged to continue their debate. It seemed wiser that the general public and the Soviet Union understand that the offer was still being considered.


  Another interested party in Washington was that same deep Soviet plant in the naval communications system. There were two types of orders issued in the following weeks to the various submarine commands—those under a clearance weak enough to reveal that the submarine squadrons would revert to normal operating status, and others at the highest classification that maintained exactly the same orders as before. The Kremlin understood this implicitly. It was no different than the methods they often employed themselves. So they allowed their special ambassador to continue negotiations, blissfully unaware of military preparations. He entertained his American counterpart like visiting royalty, which provided excellent press.


  But the decision seemed already to have been made on both sides.


  As often as Andy Reed had been inside Imperator’s enormous pen on the Washington coast, he never ceased to stare in awe at his surroundings. The “fishbowl” was the nickname for the underground cavern, which had served as both the birthplace of this magnificent submarine and now the technical center for her shakedown.


  It appeared from the inside as if a mountain had been hollowed out, which was partially true. In actuality, a high section of the coastline had been excavated and the dirt dumped well out to the sea by dredges. A man-made cocoon was then constructed over it and extended seaward to complete the fishbowl effect. The area selected was sparsely populated and little traveled. There was minimal concern among those few natives who noticed the unusual changes. The dredges dug out a channel over a two-year period from the open sea into the fishbowl. Every few months, sections of a floating dry dock were moved inside to be joined together. Generators were delivered. A miniature shipyard evolved.


  When the fishbowl was done, Navy tugs would appear towing sections of the hull constructed at various locations on the West Coast. Most shipments to the fishbowl came in this manner, and usually in the middle of the night. The skilled workers who made Imperator a reality also came by sea. They worked intense twelve-hour shifts for a week at a time, then would depart as they came, returning two weeks later to resume their shifts. Their paychecks sealed their mouths.


  Reed remained enthralled with the fact that such a project could continue as secretively as this one. There was no doubt in his mind that it would not have occurred this way if Imperator had been constructed with government funds. The fact that she was spawned by private funding through a consortium of defense contractors made her secret existence possible. There had never been a name for the organization, at least not one known on the outside. They simply had been known among themselves as the “consortium” when the project began, and the name had stuck. Retired officers became covert advisors, involving only active-duty personnel whose assignments would conceal their time at the fishbowl.


  “She looks like she could slide out tonight, doesn’t she, Andy?” Hal Snow cut a recruiting-poster figure in his uniform.


  “Yup. But how long do you think it would take if I said get ready for sea now?”


  Reed had often compared Imperator to an aircraft carrier, for the giant submarine was longer and would displace more tonnage when fully loaded and submerged. Yet the comparison wouldn’t stick. Most of an aircraft carrier rode above the surface for the whole world to see, while Imperator was like an iceberg on the surface. Ninety percent of her bulk lay below.


  “It’s just a matter of final testing from the main reduction gears aft.” Snow smiled knowingly. “The computer says everything’s hunky-dory, but I just want to make sure for myself. I’ve got my engineers making personal inspections now—the old submariner in me.” The old guard were not opposed to computers: they simply had greater trust in a human being than an electronic wonder. “The reactor’s been online without a whimper for so long that we hardly pay attention anymore. Auxiliary engineering’s been double-checked until they can repeat the status of each unit in their sleep. Every pump and valve has been through each test at least three times. The only thing I can’t guarantee is weapons. Haven’t fired a one,” he joked.


  “Then you could get underway tonight if you had to?”


  Snow peered out of the corner of his eye. “After I’ve run my final tests on the shafts … I suppose so.”


  “Don’t bet that it might not be soon.”


  “I thought you said I could probably squeeze out twelve weeks.”


  “I said eight—that I’d try for twelve. Now I doubt it.”


  “I still have a lot of incomplete job orders that are close to ten on our list.”


  “Make sure you have the parts on board if you have to get underway beforehand. You’ve got the talent to do that at sea.”


  Hal Snow paused thoughtfully. “You know, I don’t think you could find a better man than me for this job right now, but I hope you’ve got someone else in mind after this tour. I think I’m from another generation …”


  “We both are.”


  They were standing near the stern, looking forward. The sail structure was larger and higher than the bridge on a destroyer, yet it appeared a last-second thought on a submarine longer than four football fields. Andy Reed had yet to be included totally by the inner circle, whose evolving strategy was based on arctic confrontation. It was only after a late-night meeting two days before that he was informed orders might be coming any day.


  “There’s just one item holding me back now, Andy.” Reed turned curiously to his friend.


  “That broad, Andy. Every damn day someone comes in to see me with only one thing on his mind—is the Navy really crazy enough to send her off with us? I’m not losing my grip on this crew, but I’ve never run into anything tougher. They still won’t speak to her.”


  “Do you?”


  “Of course I do. I don’t have any choice. She controls the brains of the ship. Without her, that computer might be useless at the wrong time. She’s got me by the shorts!”


  “Do you get along?”


  Snow shrugged disconsolately. “I suppose so. She’s polite, understands the Navy, does her job … and she doesn’t take shit from anybody.”


  “Doesn’t have to either,” Reed said, as he smiled and gestured for the other to follow while he meandered along the dockside. It was no different than the first female astronaut. The consortium wanted to exhibit some element of liberalism. Not only was Carol Petersen one of the most talented computer designers, she was destined to succeed, for she was their display piece.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised that, if there was some guy just as qualified as Carol Petersen, the Navy still would have had to accept her. The times they are a-changing,” he added wistfully.


  As they strolled beside Imperator, Snow returned to a question he’d asked before. “You expect I’ll head directly for the ice?”


  “Couldn’t say. But it looks more like it to me each day.”


  “Still too bad you can’t go with me.”


  “I’d give my right arm but they want to see what you can do alone. I’ll catch up.” Reed stopped and turned to the other man. “You’ve never been worried about anything before in your life. Are you starting now?”


  “Negative. Nothing of the sort. I imagine it’s more like the first man in space, or Armstrong stepping out onto the moon. When the greatest thing that will ever happen in your life is about to take place, you’re not scared or worried. You have to be excited about the unknown. It’s just that I’d like to know when and where—a normal human reaction, I think the shrinks would agree.”


  Nothing more was said until they reached the head of the dock and looked down the length of Imperator from the bow. She’s beyond comprehension, Reed thought to himself, yet there she is. Sleek and black, the giant submarine lay silently in the water, waiting to emerge from her cocoon. Many of her weapons had been delivered in the past few months—torpedoes, missiles, tanks, helicopters, everything that could be stored deep within her hull except her marine contingent. Troop movements were watched too closely by the media. When they came aboard, they’d be transferred at sea.


  “I envy you, Hal, more than anyone ashore can imagine,” Reed said quietly.


  Abe Danilov rarely invited guests to his apartment. It was not so much that he disliked social contact; rather, he was selfish about saving all his wife’s time for himself—and giving all he could spare of his own to her. Anna Danilov was ill. Her days were numbered, and those close to her knew it. Her husband intended to fill those days with as much love as he could afford, and he begrudged every minute of his time that the navy required.


  The guest was Captain Sergoff, his chief of staff, who was part of the family, in Anna’s opinion. He’d been with Danilov much too long to be considered a guest anymore. While he was simply called Sergoff by the admiral and others senior to him, she knew he had a first name, and it was one that appealed to her—Pietr. Danilov would look up with surprise every time Anna used the man’s first name.


  Captain Sergoff had no family. He was an only child whose parents had died in the last of Stalin’s purges. Sergoff had been lucky at that early stage in his life, for his grandparents had survived the purge and raised him. Sent off to a naval school at an early age, he knew no other life but the service and he had never been married. Abe Danilov recognized his military talents at an early stage and Anna Danilov was the one to recognize his loneliness, treating him more like a son. Even in the final stages of her illness, she often asked her husband to invite Pietr Sergoff home. His tall, blond appearance was almost patrician in comparison to her husband’s compactness.


  “No, thank you, I think not,” she replied when Sergoff extended a platter to her politely. “I had too much at lunch,” she lied. Anna Danilov rarely ate, and was usually sick when she did partake of food.


  Danilov’s eyes clouded over as she continued her small talk with Sergoff. Discussion around the ministry that day had been about the imminent departure of a hunter/killer group of submarines for duty in the Arctic. He knew they would not be leaving immediately, for he would be their commander, but he dreaded the approaching day, for he feared leaving Anna. Staff members came to him often to ask if they would be involved since rumors surfaced or changed each day. He would smile and say that if anything were about to happen, he knew nothing about it. The latter was true—nothing was definite. But something would break soon. That was for sure.


  Now Sergoff turned from his conversation with Anna Danilov. “Isn’t that correct, sir? The Americans seem to be cooperating with us. There’s no sign of any of their ships moving northward.”


  “I think for once,” he replied, smiling at his wife, “that you can believe everything you read in the papers. There is no immediate threat. The negotiations are continuing briskly.” But Danilov was one of the few who knew exactly what was taking place. He was aware that the armament being withdrawn from near the Norwegian border was taking a circuitous path back toward Murmansk, and he also knew that the original orders to the American submarine squadrons had not actually been revoked. He had been in this business long enough to realize that neither side really could anticipate what would happen over the next month or so. It was not so much the firm plans that brought nations to the brink, but the ones that seemed minor at the time.


  Their small talk continued until it became obvious that Anna was growing tired. Then Sergoff volunteered, as he often did, to put some music on the record player. Anna Danilov loved the ballet and the opera. She had been a tireless patron during their years in Moscow, and now she asked Sergoff to pick something for her. When the music began, her face lit up. He had remembered her favorite Tchaikovsky ballet.


  Even the admiral smiled to himself as he helped her to the sofa. His chief of staff was as invaluable to his wife as he was to his admiral. It was strange how relationships developed. If only he could depend on Sergoff to help Anna when it came time to leave for the base at Polyarny.


  But that would not be the case because he desperately needed Sergoff. Perhaps, with a stroke of luck, there would be a meeting of the minds and he would not have to leave her. Yet he doubted that more each day. The intelligence reports from the American Pacific Coast indicated that the U.S. was preparing to release that submarine that had been building for years. And their Admiral Reed was known to be involved. He was to the Americans what Danilov was to his own navy. It became increasingly difficult to enjoy the music and Anna’s
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