

[image: Illustration]





ALSO BY TOM CLANCY


The Hunt for Red October


Red Storm Rising


Patriot Games


The Cardinal of the Kremlin


Clear and Present Danger


The Sum of All Fears


Without Remorse


Debt of Honor


Executive Orders


Rainbow Six


The Bear and the Dragon


Red Rabbit


The Teeth of the Tiger


Dead or Alive (with Grant Blackwood)


Against All Enemies (with Peter Telep)


Locked On (with Mark Greaney)


Threat Vector (with Mark Greaney)


Command Authority (with Mark Greaney)


Tom Clancy Support and Defend (by Mark Greaney)


Tom Clancy Full Force and Effect (by Mark Greaney)


Tom Clancy Under Fire (by Grant Blackwood)


Tom Clancy Commander in Chief (by Mark Greaney)


Tom Clancy Duty and Honor (by Grant Blackwood)


Tom Clancy True Faith and Allegiance (by Mark Greaney)


Tom Clancy Point of Contact (by Mike Maden)


Tom Clancy Power and Empire (by Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Line of Sight (by Mike Maden)


Tom Clancy Oath of Office (by Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Enemy Contact (by Mike Maden)


Tom Clancy Code of Honor (by Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Firing Point (by Mike Maden)


Tom Clancy Shadow of the Dragon (by Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Target Acquired (by Don Bentley)


Tom Clancy Chain of Command (by Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Zero Hour (by Don Bentley)


Tom Clancy Red Winter (by Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Flash Point (by Don Bentley)


Tom Clancy Weapons Grade (by Don Bentley)


Tom Clancy Command and Control Marc Cameron)


Tom Clancy Act of Defiance (by Andrews & Wilson)











[image: Illustration]












SPHERE


First published in the United States in 2024 by G. P. Putnam’s Sons,


an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Sphere


Copyright © 2024 by The Estate of Thomas L. Clancy, Jr.; Rubicon, Inc.;


Jack Ryan Enterprises, Ltd.; and Jack Ryan Limited Partnership


Maps by Jeffrey L. Ward


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those


clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-4087-2790-4


Sphere


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









CONTENTS


Principal Characters


Prologue


PART I


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


PART II


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


PART III


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Chapter 50


Chapter 51


Chapter 52


Chapter 53


Chapter 54


Chapter 55


Chapter 56


Chapter 57


Chapter 58


Chapter 59


Chapter 60


Chapter 61


Chapter 62


Chapter 63


Chapter 64


Chapter 65


Chapter 66


Chapter 67


Chapter 68


Chapter 69


Chapter 70


Chapter 71


Chapter 72


Chapter 73


Chapter 74


Chapter 75


Chapter 76


Chapter 77


Chapter 78


Epilogue









PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


THE RYAN FAMILY


Jack Ryan: President of the United States


Dr. Caroline “Cathy” Ryan: First Lady of the United States


Jack Ryan, Jr.: Campus operative


Dr. Olivia “Sally” Ryan: Ophthalmic surgeon


Kathleen “Katie” Ryan: Lieutenant Commander (Select), U.S. Navy


Kyle Ryan: Lieutenant, USN


WASHINGTON, D.C.


Scott Adler: Secretary of state


Arnold “Arnie” van Damm: White House chief of staff


Mary Pat Foley: Director of national intelligence


Robert Burgess: Secretary of defense


Admiral Lawrence Kent, USN: Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff


Major General Bruce Kudryk, U.S. Army: Joint Chiefs of Staff


CIA TEAM


Ginnie


Tom


James


Spencer


THE CAMPUS


John Clark: Director of operations


Domingo “Ding” Chavez: Assistant director of operations


Adara Sherman: Operations officer


Bartosz “Midas” Jankowski: Operations officer



USS GERALD R.FORD CARRIER STRIKE GROUP


Rear Admiral Bentley Kiplinger, USN: Strike group commander


Captain Otis Mackenzie, USN: Commanding officer, USS Gerald R. Ford


Captain Sarah “Baby” Williams, USN: Executive officer, USS Gerald R. Ford


Commander MartinVasquez, USN: CAG Carrier Air Wing 8


Commander James “Spacecamp” Huddleston, USN: DCAG Carrier Air Wing 8


Commander Brian “Mr. Pibb” Hanson, USN: Executive officer VFA-31


LCDR Jaya Kumari, USN: Naval intelligence officer on the Ford


IS2 Caspar, USN: LPO of the intelligence shop, USS Gerald R. Ford


USS WASHINGTON


Commander Clint Houston, USN: Commanding officer


LCDR Dennis Knepper, USN: Executive officer


LCDR Jackie “Juggernaut” Guevara, USN: Weapons officer


USS INDIANA


Commander Bresnahan, USN: Commanding officer


LCDR Pifer, USN: Executive officer


Xavier Harris: Sonar Technician Second Class


Chief Schonauer: Sonar supervisor


K-329 BELGOROD



Captain First Rank Konstantin Gorov: Commanding officer


Captain Second Rank Yuri Stepanov: First officer


Captain Lieutenant Blok: Conning officer


Starshina First Class Fyodorov: Quartermaster


Captain Lieutenant Ivan Tarasov: Engineering officer


K-560 SEVERODVINSK



Captain First Rank Lev Denikin: Commanding officer


Captain Second Rank Mats Tamm: First officer


RUSSIA


Nikita Yermilov: President of Russia


Colonel General Oleg Andreyev: Director, National Defense Management Center


Admiral Ivan Boldyrev: Commander in chief, Russian Naval Fleet


General Aralovich: Director of the FSB


Colonel General Nikolai Ilyin: Former KGB, retired


Admiral Rodionov: Director of the GRU


Erik Dovzhenko


JSOC SEAL TEAM


SOCS Max Harden, USN: SEAL strike team leader


SOC Reed Johnson, USN: SEAL/Special operations combat medic


SOC Billy Harper, USN


SO1 Owen Delacorte, USN


SO1 Marty Rich, USN


SO2 Scott Todd, USN


SOCS Dwight Merrell, USN


OTHER CHARACTERS


Captain Russ Ferguson, USN: Commanding officer, Nimitz Warfare Analysis Center


Intelligence Specialist Second Class “Bubba” Pettigrew, USN: Office of Naval Intelligence


Dr. Ronald Jones


Captain Pete Miller, USN (retired): Undersea Weapons Program manager at the Naval Research Lab


Matthew Reilly: Retired CIA case officer









PROLOGUE


TUESDAY, DECEMBER 21, 1984


NEVSKY PROSPEKT


LENINGRAD, USSR


2231 LOCAL TIME


Dimitri Gorov resisted the compulsion to shove his hands into his overcoat pockets.


It wasn’t just the bitter cold making him tremble.


Fear was the true culprit.


Tonight’s clandestine face-to-face meeting with his American CIA contact had been months in the planning. They had a simple brokered arrangement: information in exchange for freedom. In his coat’s breast pocket, Dimitri carried a microfilm roll containing the schematics and engineering details of the Red October—the Soviet Union’s most advanced and stealthy Typhoon-class ballistic missile submarine. With its revolutionary “caterpillar drive,” the Red October would be able to slip undetected past the Americans’ undersea hydrophone arrays, past their SH-60 Seahawk helicopters with dipping sonar, and past their Los Angeles–class fast-attack submarines patrolling the Atlantic like sea wolves. This new submarine had cost the Kremlin tens of billions of rubles and was the product of a decade of research and design collaboration between the country’s greatest scientific minds. He took great pride in his contribution to the project, but pride didn’t change his station in life. Pride didn’t put quality food on the dinner table, buy his wife a fur coat, or give his son a chance to find greatness as a man.


Nyet . . . Pride is a poor man’s compensation for following the rules.


Dimitri had grown weary of following the rules.


A blast of arctic air buffeted him as he trudged west toward the city center. The metaphor was not lost on him. Even at this late hour, the rodina bullied him, trying to turn him back. Jaw set, he undid the fur-lined earflaps on the top of his wool ushanka and knotted the ties under his chin. As if in response to his obstinance, a streetlight flickered and went dark as he made his way along Nevsky Prospekt. Leningrad’s main promenade, and quite possibly the most famous of all streets in the motherland, was utterly abandoned. Only the desperate or deranged would be out at this hour and in this weather, and the thought brought a fatalistic smile to his face.


Which one am I? Probably both . . .


He’d lived in Russia his entire life, but this was his first visit to the city formerly known as St. Petersburg. Originally named after St. Peter, not Peter the Great, which was a common misconception, the city was the most western and cosmopolitan of all Russian cities. It was often compared to Venice, due to the city’s many rivers and canals, but Dimitri had never traveled outside of the Iron Curtain, so who was he to validate this claim? Regardless, Leningrad was beautiful, even blanketed in snow. He’d arrived earlier in the day by train with his wife and son at Moskovsky station—named as such, he presumed, because in Russia all roads lead to Moscow. They’d taken a walk along Nevsky Prospekt while the sun had been up and the city had been bustling. The architecture bespoke a past age—an era of tsars and prosperity—when hotels, opera houses, and even apartment buildings were designed to compete with palaces.


A lifetime of conditioning under the tenets of communism at first made him scoff and resent such waste, but the beauty and possibility advertised by such design quickly crept into and excited his bitter heart. This bygone city, eclipsed and barely persevering in the shadow of communism, represented but a fraction of the wealth and opportunity he would find in the West. In America, the land of prosperity and dreams, he and his family would eat meat every night. They would buy Levi’s blue jeans, wear comfortable shoes, and Alina could go to a salon to have her hair done every week. But the thing he looked forward to the most was living in a house with central heat.


In America, we will finally be warm . . .


Squinting into the wind, he spied the landmark he was looking for—grand equestrian statues flanking the eastern entrance to the Anichkov Bridge. As he approached, the Horse Tamers came into focus—four sculptures, depicting men in the various stages of breaking a stallion, had been commissioned by Emperor Nicholas I and sculpted by Pyotr Karlovich Klodt. On Dimitri’s side of the street, a bare-chested, kneeling horse master pulled against the reins of a rearing stallion. Despite not being an actual sculptor himself, Dimitri did consider himself an artist. Where Klodt was a sculptor of bronze, Dimitri was a sculptor of iron and titanium. Where Klodt depicted man overcoming nature, Dimitri’s art literally empowered his fellow man to tame the sea. At this very moment, Marko Ramius and his crew were traversing the depths of the cold and unforgiving North Atlantic. Inside the Red October, they were warm, provisioned, and immune to both wave and weather. But take away the metal and the machine, and they wouldn’t last a day.


“I would have liked to have gone to sea on my creation,” he murmured as he approached and stared up into the wild eyes of the rearing stallion, “if only for a day. It would have been enough.”


He’d met the captain at the Red October’s christening ceremony. Handsome and self-assured, imposing in his naval officer’s black and gold parade uniform, Ramius had almost been too intimidating to approach. But Dimitri had mustered his courage and introduced himself to the man. Ramius’s handshake had been firm as iron, but it was the submarine captain’s dark and penetrating eyes that had unnerved Dimitri—eyes that seemed to peer beneath the flesh and into the inner workings of Dimitri’s soul. In that moment, he’d felt judged and stripped naked, as if Ramius had extracted his secret plan to betray the homeland with merely a look. Then something unexpected happened. Ramius had thanked him, acknowledging the engineer’s attention to detail, his ingenuity, and the thousands of hours Dimitri had spent working tirelessly on the design of the Red October.


“It is the finest warship in the Soviet fleet,” Ramius said with a stoic nod.


“Thank you, sir,” Dimitri said, with a stoic nod of his own.


“Exceptionally quiet, plenty of power, and armed to the teeth.” But then, with a wry smile, the sub driver added, “My only complaint is that she is so bloated she changes depth like a crippled whale. Maybe you can fix this flaw in the successor class, da?”


“That is good to know . . . I will make a note of this,” Dimitri said, and that had been the last time they’d spoken.


I almost feel bad for him, Dimitri thought, imagining the intrepid sub captain patrolling the ocean depth with false confidence, believing his ship and crew to be immune to detection. Once I give this data to the Americans, they will know how to find you, Marko.


A dribble of snot from his nose ran onto his top lip—pulling him back from his romantic ruminations to the new journey he had planned for himself—and he wiped it away with a finger of his glove. He pulled back the cuff of his coat sleeve to check the time on his wristwatch, which read 10:42 p.m. The time for daydreaming about the future and reminiscing about the past was over. In three minutes, his contact would meet him under the southernmost arch of the bridge, where they could talk in shadow. Dimitri was no spy and no student of tradecraft. Nor was he a managed asset of the CIA, indentured to a life of espionage where he would be expected to supply a steady stream of information to the Americans. He’d refused that offer outright. His betrayal would be a one-time event. Reilly could either take it or leave it.


The CIA man had taken it, without a moment’s hesitation.


Dimitri resisted the urge to look behind him. He’d not seen anyone following him, but that meant nothing. The KGB was an omnipresent threat. They could be watching him right now, from behind curtains in apartment buildings or through the windows of darkened parked cars. He’d taken great risks bringing his family with him to Leningrad. If he was caught, the price he and his loved ones would pay was too horrific to contemplate. Alina and Konstantin would be tortured and executed, but not Dimitri. Not right away. His penance would be to watch. Only after they’d murdered his heart would the KGB sadists go to work on the rest of him. He shuddered and pushed the grim thoughts from his mind. He was in the endgame now, which meant he’d had no choice but to bring them with him. After he handed over the schematics, the CIA would orchestrate their defection. Dimitri didn’t know how they planned to get him and his family out of Leningrad, but Matthew Reilly had assured him that they had done it safely many times before.


He wiped his nose again.


Now that it had started running, it wouldn’t stop until he got indoors and warmed up.


Annoyed, he turned south, crossed Nevsky Prospekt, and walked down the Fontanka River Embankment road. After a hundred meters, he reached a set of stone steps leading down to the riverbank and boat dock. The Fontanka was completely frozen and the icy crust was covered in several centimeters of snow, marred by numerous tracks and footsteps going every which way. Apparently, walking the frozen river was a winter novelty enjoyed by both young and old, because Dimitri saw footsteps both small and large. The calculating engineer in him hesitated before putting a foot on the ice, questioning if it would bear his weight, but then he chided himself. The empirical evidence was right before him. Hundreds of people had taken a stroll on the frozen waterway and walked away dry and safe.


This is the least dangerous thing you’ll do today, you fool, his inner voice said.


With a sniff, he stepped onto the frozen river and turned back to the north. The Anichkov Bridge had three shallow arches, each spanning an equal third of the river. He walked along the bank toward the easternmost arch, where Reilly would be waiting bathed in absolute shadow. Heart pounding, he shuffled his numb, booted feet over the ice. Not until he’d stepped under the arch and into the darkness could he make out the crouching figure in the center of the hollow with his back to the sloping wall of the bridge.


“I’m hungry and cold. Can you spare a ruble or two?” the figure said, turning his head to look at Dimitri.


This was the challenge-response phraseology that Dimitri had expected to hear. His own answer would dictate how the meeting went. In the event he suspected being compromised or had failed to recover the plans, he was supposed to say, “Nyet, I have none to spare, comrade,” and keep on walking. However, that was not the case tonight, so he used the other option.


“Life is difficult, comrade, but tonight I am feeling generous.”


The figure stood.


Dimitri walked over to greet him, but his heart sank the instant Reilly’s features came into focus. Something was wrong.


“Do you have the item?” the CIA man asked in Russian. Dimitri’s English was terrible, so all communication was conducted in his native tongue.


“Da,” he said, but made no move to retrieve the canister from where it was hidden in a false pocket inside his coat. “Have you made all the necessary arrangements?”


The American hesitated a moment before delivering the most crushing news of Dimitri’s life. “Go home,” Reilly said, his weight betraying his own disappointment. “The deal is off.”


The words hit Dimitri like a punch to the solar plexus, and he suddenly felt ill.


“What? I . . . I don’t understand,” he stammered.


“I know, and I’m sorry, but it’s out of my hands. This came down from the highest level.”


“Why? This information changes everything for your country.”


“We don’t need the schematics anymore.”


“But of course you do. You will never find the Red October without these data . . . And without me.”


“I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, Dimitri, but with your clearance level I’m sure you’re going to find out soon enough. Ramius defected. He’s provided us with everything we need to know about the Red October,” Reilly said, and from the look in the CIA man’s eyes, Dimitri knew it was true.


His American dream shattered, the Russian engineer stood unmoving, as if his feet had become absorbed by the ice. “But I brought my family . . .”


“I know.”


“I risked everything for you.”


Reilly nodded solemnly. “For what it’s worth, I want you to know that I lobbied for you, and so did the station chief, but we got overruled. The risk-reward calculus has changed, and the higher-ups don’t want to risk our defection chain or you and your family’s lives for information we already have. If we part ways now, you go back to your life and your job and everything will be fine. As far as we can tell, you’re not compromised.”


“American bastard,” Dimitri said, his voice more growl than speech. “Fuck you and your lies and false promises. I should have known. I’m so stupid.”


Reilly pressed his lips into a hard line.


What was that expression? Defeat? Shame?


Dimitri could see that the man’s eyes had gone wet, but American pity meant nothing to him. If he had a pistol, he’d shoot the man. He turned and walked back the way he’d come without another word or a backward glance. Just like before, his hands trembled, but this time, instead of fear, anger was the driver. His son, Konstantin, didn’t know the real reason they’d traveled to Leningrad, but his wife did. How could he face her like this?


Rage blind, he trudged back to the hotel where they were staying.


With each step his fury grew.


This is Ramius’s fault. How could such a man defect? He is a naval captain!


He stopped abruptly in his tracks.


The Red October was on patrol. It had left Polyarnyy on December 3 and was not due to return for months. How could the captain defect at sea? How was such a thing possible?


“Unless Ramius surrendered the Red October,” he murmured, stunned instantly at even the possibility of such an act. “I offer them the plans, and he gives them the ship—this is the only thing that would make the Americans back out of our deal. How could he do such a thing to me? He’s cheated me, and my wife, and my son of our future. And the Americans . . . They made me a promise!”


What happened next unfolded in a blur—his normally analytical engineer’s mind a tempest of rage, denial, and shattered hope. He arrived at the hotel and told Alina everything, oscillating between shouting and sobbing as he did. He was vaguely aware that his ten-year-old son was listening, vaguely aware that he should not be saying such things in front of the boy who idolized him, but Dimitri was not himself. Nor was he himself when he drank a half a bottle of vodka, stormed out of the hotel room, and wandered the streets of Leningrad in the middle of the night, mumbling about the injustice of life and God and country. And when he decided that he would find the American CIA man and broker a new deal, he mistakenly wandered out onto the Neva River . . . confusing it with the much smaller Fontanka.


When the ice cracked and gave way beneath his feet, Dimitri sobered instantly in surprise and dread.


The current took him, dragging him unseen and unforgivingly beneath the crust toward the Gulf of Kronstadt. As the cold, black nothing took him, Dimitri breathlessly cursed Marko Ramius, the American CIA, and his own rash stupidity.









PART I


By the grace of God, America won the Cold War.


—President George H. W. Bush
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THE RYAN HOME


CHESAPEAKE BAY, MARYLAND


SUNDAY, APRIL 7


1815 LOCAL TIME


PRESENT DAY


Jack Ryan shrugged on his most comfortable cardigan in the master bedroom while looking out the window at the Chesapeake. Despite being several weeks into spring, the temperature had stubbornly refused to crack forty degrees this weekend. The kids and Cathy would tease him mercilessly for wearing this particular sweater, but that was the point, wasn’t it? Traditions, inside jokes, and making memories were the bedrock of a happy family, and the Ryans were a happy family. That was the reason he loved this house so much. He and Cathy had built a lifetime of memories here—some harrowing, but most precious and warm.


A savory mélange of odors wafted up from the kitchen below as the family prepared to celebrate their daughter Katie’s selection for lieutenant commander, a step up in rank she would pin on in the coming months. He took the time to breathe in the moment—the warmth of this home, the sound of the wind on the bay, and the commotion downstairs.


For a moment, he was no longer President Ryan, leader of the free world.


For a moment, he was just Jack—husband, father, and a guy who loved his country.


His mind’s eye watched a parade of memories march by: celebrating Christmas with their kids Sally and Jack Junior in the early years before twins Katie and Kyle had even been born. Holding hands with Cathy on the porch, staring out at the bay, Sally and Jack older now, pushing each other on the tire swing, while the toddler twins scampered at their feet. Then an unwanted memory intruded—the horrorific night when ULA terrorist Sean Miller had come for them, shattering the illusion of safety the house provided. But all the good and wonderful things the Ryans had lived through and experienced in this house overpowered the terror of that night. Graduations, new jobs and careers, a wedding, Christmases and Thanksgivings—always with so much to be grateful for—celebrated right here inside these walls, the Chesapeake Bay smiling up from below as if celebrating right along with them . . .


From downstairs, Cathy called, “Jack, are you coming? They’ll be here any minute.”


Ryan hurried out of the bedroom and descended the stairs, excited for the family dinner ahead. Upon entering the kitchen, he saw his wife furiously prepping dinner at the island, while their staff chef, Agatha, stood off to the side with her arms crossed, unable to hide her exasperation with the First Lady.


“She won’t let me help her,” Agatha said to Jack with a helpless, beseeching look.


“You’re preaching to the choir,” he said, shaking his head.


“I know it might not look like it, but I’m actually enjoying myself,” Cathy Ryan said with a genuine smile. “Besides, I’ve been cooking for my kids for years. I know what they like and how they like it.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Agatha said, trying not to sound put out. “Just know I’m here if you need me.”


But that was the point, wasn’t it? Here in the Ryan family home, the Ryans wanted to do the meal prep, the cooking, and even the dishes. It wasn’t theater, it was real, because the doing made it real. This wasn’t the White House, it was their family home, and in a family home, the family does the work.


“You’re making the poached salmon?” he asked, but the aroma of the kitchen gave him the answer.


“It’s Katie’s favorite.”


He wrapped his arms around his bride from behind and kissed her on the cheek. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


Cathy let out a sigh, then turned, threw her arms around his neck, and gave him a proper kiss.


“You can check on the bread in the oven and put the salad on the table,” she said, turning back to her work. “And then feel free to take off that ratty old sweater.”


“Ratty? This is handwoven Scottish wool, thank you very much. You couldn’t buy quality like this today if you tried.”


“Mm-hmm,” she said, but she was grinning, and this was the game they played.


Agatha made a move for the oven, but Ryan waved her off. “I’ve got it.”


“Well, perhaps I can at least let a bottle of wine begin to breathe,” Agatha said, grabbing a corkscrew and trying her damnedest to be helpful.


“That would be lovely, Agatha, thank you so much,” Cathy said as Ryan pulled a flat pan with two loaves of bread from the lower oven and put the pan on a hot plate. The smell of butter and garlic made his stomach growl.


“Do you want me to slice it?” he asked, but the doorbell chimed, and he raised his eyebrows to ask if he should answer it.


“Go,” she said. “I’ve got this.”


It wasn’t just his schedule that had kept him from seeing his youngest daughter for months, even though she worked just a short drive from where he sat most days in the Oval Office. After graduating from the Academy and completing her training at the intelligence school at Dam Neck in Virginia Beach, Katie had served a fleet tour in Norfolk, the three hours as distant as a continent with everyone’s schedule. Now Katie had tackled her job as intelligence analyst with ONI the same way she did everything in life—with quiet focus and one hundred and ten percent effort. Like her older sister, Sally, who loved her work as a pediatric surgeon, but not as much as the work in the lab, where she searched for new knowledge at the cellular level to make her care for her patients even better, Katie was all about the details. It was no surprise that today they were celebrating her promotion to senior analyst for Russian threats, with that promotion to lieutenant commander soon to follow. She’d been at ONI for only a year and a half, after finishing an operational tour aboard the Truman, so her advancement to senior analyst was way ahead of the norm. Captain Russ Ferguson, CO of the Nimitz Warfare Analysis Center, had told Jack that she was a prodigy.


Not that he was checking up on her . . .


“Daddy!” his all-grown-up little girl hollered when he entered the foyer, and he wrapped her up in a big hug. In that moment, he wasn’t the President and she wasn’t a naval officer—they were just daddy and daughter. “I missed you so much, Dad.”


“You too, kid,” he said when she broke the embrace. “We’ve both been busy. I hear you’re tearing it up over at ONI.”


“Keeping tabs on me, eh?”


“Only a little,” he said with a smile.


“Isn’t that abuse of power or something?”


“Only if I tip the scales for you, which I don’t,” he protested. “And from what I hear, you don’t need it.”


“What can I say, I love my work,” she said. Then, eyeing his sweater, added, “Really, Dad, I can’t believe Mom hasn’t thrown that thing out.”


“Believe me, she’s tried.”


They both laughed at this, and he pulled her in for another hug.


Mission accomplished.


The doorbell chimed. They turned together to watch Secret Service open the door and Katy’s big sis, Sally, come through, hand in hand with her husband and fellow surgeon, Davi.


“Hi, sweetheart,” Ryan said, giving Sally a hug and peck on the cheek.


“Missed you,” Sally said, beaming at him. “Nice dad sweater, by the way.”


He grinned and turned to Sally’s husband. “Come on in, Davi.”


“How are you, sir?” Dr. Davi Kartal said, extending his hand.


Ryan shook the firm grip. He liked Davi, a lot in fact. “When we’re home with family, Davi, I’m Jack or Dad, okay?”


“Right,” Davi said, properly chided. “Sorry. It’s still so weird.”


“Yeah, for me too, sometimes,” Ryan said. “Cathy’s in the kitchen. How about we help her out?”


“Is Jack coming?” Katie asked, referring to her older brother, Jack Junior.


“Not sure if he’s going to make it,” Ryan said as they passed through the dining room for the kitchen. “He was busy at work, but was hoping to come by. Haven’t heard from him yet.”


“Mom!” Katie said and ran to Cathy, who was still working at the kitchen island.


Ryan watched with affection as his two daughters hugged and greeted their mother. An upswell of pride tickled his throat at seeing how accomplished and confident his girls had grown up to be.


And every bit as beautiful as their mother.


After the requisite hugs and small talk were complete, Cathy announced, “Dinner is ready. We should probably get to the table before everything goes cold.”


“Let me help you,” Katie said, but Cathy shook her head.


“This is your dinner, Katie. No help from you.”


“I gotcha, sis,” Sally said, grabbing the salad bowl.


Minutes later they were around the large table, the bay window behind Ryan, who sat at the head, reflecting the sunlight from the bay into the room, where it danced color on the walls. He was about to lead the prayer, when the door chimed again.


“I can’t believe you almost started without me,” Jack Junior called from the foyer. He strode into the dining room, set a coyote-colored backpack on the floor, and slipped into the empty seat between Katie and his mom.


“I can’t believe you made it,” Katie said with a big smile. “If only Kyle was here, it’d be perfect.”


“I barely made it from the Beltway. Kyle’s in Bahrain,” Jack said, dropping a napkin into his lap. “Besides, after four years at the Academy together, surely you guys need a break.”


“Yeah, but that was years ago. This is the longest we’ve been apart. I miss him,” Katie said.


“Use your twin powers. If you channel his thoughts, it’ll be like he’s here,” Sally said, and everyone laughed.


“A little bird told me you’re putting on O-4 ahead of him,” Jack Junior said as Agatha slid a plate of poached salmon on a bed of saffron rice in front of him.


“Really? Congrats, sis, that’s fantastic,” Sally said. Then, with an impish grin, added, “Kyle was always the more competitive twin. Can’t wait to see the look on his face when he has to salute you.”


“Yeah,” Jack Junior said with a chuckle. “That oughtta cool the twin connection.”


“Hey now, let’s not pick on the only Ryan who isn’t here,” Ryan said, the familiar intimacy of this table of people, their easy, comfortable connection, filling him with warmth and making his eyes wet. “Let’s say a blessing, and we can pray for your brother, who wasn’t able to join us for this special day, and the important work he’s doing with Task Force 59.”


The table quieted, and Ryan led them all in prayer.


“Bless us, oh Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are about to receive . . .”


Cathy squeezed his hand.


Life was good.
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SEVERODVINSK SEAPORT


DVINA BAY, THE WHITE SEA


ARKHANGELSK OBLAST, RUSSIA


MONDAY, APRIL 8


0811 LOCAL TIME


Captain First Rank Konstantin Gorov stood on the bridge of the K-329 Belgorod as two tugboats eased the nuclear-powered submarine away from the pier. A brisk gust of wind chased away the cloud of noxious diesel exhaust from the tugs chugging and sputtering along his starboard beam. The western breeze smelled of salt and pine, prompting him to momentarily close his eyes and take a deep, cleansing breath.


This moment was one he wanted to remember.


The conning officer, Captain Lieutenant Blok, who was standing at Konstantin’s right shoulder, ordered a backing bell to help back the massive submarine away from the pier.


“Captain, the ship is underway,” Blok said a moment later.


“Very well. Sound three short blasts for operating astern propulsion.”


Blok repeated the order, as was naval protocol, before speaking the command into the bridge handset microphone, which transmitted into the control room belowdecks. A moment later, the submarine’s horn bellowed three times, echoing across the sound and informing all who were listening that the Russian Navy’s biggest, deadliest, and most capable nuclear submarine was going to sea.


At one hundred eighty-four meters long, the Belgorod was the longest submarine ever built—nine meters longer than even the famed Red October Typhoon-class guided missile submarine (SSGN) of the Cold War era. Unlike the Typhoon class, the Belgorod was not a ballistic missile submarine. Nor was she an SSGN, designed to carry anti-ship and land-attack cruise missiles like the rest of the Oscar II–class submarines upon which she was based.


No, the Belgorod was conceived with an entirely different purpose in mind.


Konstantin adjusted his black winter visor cap to block the sun. Normally, at this time of year, heavy foul-weather gear would be required for the topside watch standers. But not today. The weather for the submarine’s send-off was unseasonably pleasant—partly sunny, with light winds from the west, and a balmy eight degrees Celsius. On days like today, standing watch on the bridge was a privilege rather than the familiar trial for submariners assigned to Russia’s Northern Fleet, homeported at a latitude above the Arctic Circle in Polyarnyy.


“Conning officer, secure the backing bell,” Konstantin said, eyeing their progress.


“Aye, Captain,” Blok said and ordered the engines to all stop.


“Inform the tug pilot I intend to cast them off once we are in the middle of the harbor,” Konstantin said as K-329’s massive hull repositioned away from the pier.


Blok hesitated a moment before saying, “But, Captain, the tugs are planning to assist us out into Dvina Bay. The release point is beyond the harbor entrance choke point and after the first turn.”


Konstantin turned and looked down at his conning officer.


At one hundred eighty-seven centimeters tall, the Russian submarine captain towered ten centimeters above his average countryman. His height, along with his commanding, baritone voice, made him an intimidating figure—something he’d learned to leverage to his advantage at a very young age. Blok was Konstantin’s most capable and intelligent junior officer, which is why the captain had assigned the man as his conning officer for this evolution. But like too many Russian submarine officers, Blok had spent far more time in port than at sea, which meant he needed much more time driving the boat and more time under pressure. This was one such opportunity.


“I am aware of that, Captain Lieutenant,” Konstantin said, “but are you telling me you’re afraid of making a single turn?”


Blok didn’t answer, just wilted a little under Konstantin’s gaze, looking up with his mouth open.


“It’s a simple right turn and then we are in the White Sea, driving for hours in a straight line before turning again. It’s the only decision you will make for hours. Would you not like to do it?”


Blok swallowed hard and said, “Da, Captain. I will inform the tug captain.”


Konstantin resisted the urge to smile as his junior officer called the lead tugboat and informed the man of the change of plans. As expected, the tug captain questioned the decision, but yielded to the Northern Submarine Fleet’s most senior commanding officer.


“As soon as they throw off the lines, order the topside watch belowdecks.”


Blok nodded nervously. “Da, Captain.”


Konstantin understood the young officer’s trepidation. The harbor mouth at Severodvinsk was intimidatingly narrow because of a jetty that did double duty as a storm break and pier. The entrance was so narrow, in fact, that it was barely wider than the Belgorod was long. Celebrated for their silent running, deep diving, and nuclear-powered propulsion, submarines like K-329 were not known for their maneuvering capability. The ninety-degree turn from the Severodvinsk harbor’s main channel into the White Sea—a maneuver that would be child’s play for a civilian motorboat—was a sphincter-clenching evolution for a vessel as long as two American football fields. Turn too late, and the Belgorod would crash into one of the two decommissioned Typhoon-class submarines that sat mothballed along the end of the pier. A collision like that would send the Belgorod back into the Sevmash Shipyard’s dry dock for repairs, delay the underway for months, and result in him losing command of the boat. But Konstantin would not let that happen. A man who couldn’t navigate his own ship out of the harbor had no business at the helm.
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“The tugs are clear, Captain, and all topside personnel are reporting belowdecks with hatches shut and dogged,” Blok said, repeating the report they’d both heard from the control room over the bridge’s box speaker.


“Very well. Take us out, Captain Lieutenant,” Konstantin said. “Turns for four knots.”


“Turns for four knots, aye, Captain,” Blok said, and then into his hand mic, gave the order, “Helm, Bridge, engines ahead slow, make turns for four knots.”


The helm acknowledged the order over the bridge’s box speaker and, an instant later, the Belgorod shuddered for a split second as her twin screws churned to life at the stern.


“Captain, the ship is making—” Blok started to say, but Konstantin cut him off.


“When are you going to order the rudder and how much rudder are you going to use?”


“The charted turn is based on Ushakov point, so I was going to order a full rudder when the navigator marks the turn,” Blok said.


“Then we will crash . . . Try again.”


“Um, well, I will order sooner.”


“The charted turn was based on using our rudder to supplement the tugboats, which are pushing astern and pulling at the bow to rotate the boat. You cannot turn so late. It is always better to turn early than to turn late. You can always ease off the rudder, but you can’t order more rudder than full. But let’s say that you are not turning fast enough even with the full rudder. What else can you do?”


“I can reverse the starboard engine,” Blok said as a bead of sweat ran down his left temple.


“Da, but this will slow us, and we are only making four knots. Without speed, the rudder is useless,” Konstantin said as he eyed Ushakov point, which was rapidly approaching on their starboard bow.


The junior officer squinted with consternation.


“Ushakov point is thirty degrees off our starboard bow, conning officer,” the lookout, Starshy Matros Ivanovych, the leading seaman, prompted. Ivanovych was the only other crew member on the bridge for the maneuvering watch and Konstantin had purposely written him onto the watch bill because the young man had leadership protentional in the noncommissioned ranks.


Blok keyed his handheld mic. “Helm, right full rudder.”


“Right full rudder, Helm, aye,” the helmsman reported back. “Bridge, Helm, my rudder is right full.”


“Very well, Helm. Navigator, mark the turn and confirm our track.”


“Bridge, Navigator, aye,” the navigator, Captain Third Rank Sokolov, said over the comms circuit.


As soon as we released the tugs, Sokolov should have plotted our new track and marked the turn. That’s one strike, Sokolov, Konstantin thought, making a mental note.


“We are turning very slowly, Captain,” Blok said, his voice a tight cord.


“Da, what did you expect? We are not driving a Ferrari.”


“Should I reverse the starboard engine?”


The two decommissioned Typhoon-class SSGNs docked at the end of the jetty pier drew the sub captain’s eye. The mothballed goliath submarines were an inauspicious and omnipresent reminder of the Cold War glory days when the Soviet submarine fleet numbered four hundred vessels strong. Konstantin’s eyes crept over the long missile deck, which, unlike the American Ohio-class SSGN, was located forward of the Typhoon’s iconic and bulbous sail design. His mind rarely drifted far from the Russian Navy’s most infamous Typhoon—the Red October. The Kremlin had constructed a glorious fiction about this submarine and its vaunted captain. According to the history books, Marko Ramius and the senior officers on board had valiantly scuttled the Red October after a reactor accident to prevent the sub from falling into American hands. Ramius had received the Order of Lenin posthumously for his heroism.


But Konstantin knew the real truth.


Marko Ramius was not a hero to be celebrated, but a traitor.


Despite only being ten years old at the time, he remembered that fateful night like it had been yesterday. He’d listened while his father, Dimitri Gorov, had wept and shouted and cursed Ramius and the American CIA, before storming off into the night, never to be seen again. At the time, Konstantin had not understood, but his poor mother’s deathbed confession had brought everything into focus. The authorities had never found his father’s body, nor the roll of microfilm he planned to give to the Americans. Konstantin was certain of this fact because, had the KGB learned of the older Gorov’s intention to defect, the younger Gorov would never have ascended in the Russian Navy. No son of a traitor would ever be given command of the Northern Fleet’s submarine flagship.


Nyet, my legacy is still untarnished . . . As is that of Marko Ramius.


“Captain? Did you hear me?” Blok said, snapping Konstantin out of his rumination. “Should I reverse the starboard engine?”


“I told you, that will slow us and cause loss of steerage.”


Panic washed over Blok’s face as the situation deteriorated. “Then what do I do?”


“You are the conning officer, Captain Lieutenant. Give an order,” Konstantin said, unwilling to bail out his junior officer by making the decision for him.


“Sir, I recommend—” the lookout said, trying to intervene, but the sub captain cut him off.


“Nyet, we give him ten more seconds, Seaman Ivanovych,” Konstantin said, but he glanced back at the lookout and nodded—a captain’s acknowledgment that the young seaman’s intention to bail out the conning officer was both warranted and appreciated. A nuclear submarine could not function effectively if competent crew were cowed into keeping their mouths shut for fear of retribution. However, this was a teaching moment for Blok, and he would not have it ruined.


The sub captain counted the seconds down in his head.


With only two seconds left before he relieved Blok of the conn, the junior officer sprung into action.


“Helm, Bridge, turn the stern thruster to port zero-nine-zero and start the engine,” Blok said, practically tripping over the words as he spoke into his mic.


“Bridge, Helm, stern thruster is turned to Port zero-nine-zero and running,” the helm reported a beat later.


The bullet-shaped thruster, which was lowered from the keel at the stern of the ship, was designed for maneuvering situations when a tugboat was not present. Despite its small propeller and much lower horsepower than the main engines, the perpendicular thrust and long moment arm from the ship’s axis of rotation meant it outperformed the ship’s rudder at low speeds. With the thruster running, the Belgorod’s heading rapidly began to change, and the giant submarine’s stern was finally coming around.


“Bridge, Navigator, ship is coming back onto track. Recommend securing the aft thruster,” said Sokolov over the bridge’s box speaker a few moments later.


“Look with your own eyes before you do as he says,” Konstantin said, grabbing the conning officer’s wrist before Blok could mindlessly parrot the navigator’s order to the helm. “Check your lines. Feel the ship. Do you think we’re on course?”


Blok looked at Ushakov point, then at the harbor mouth, then whirled to look aft at the Memorial’naya Doska Bogolyubov building, which was coming in line with the rudder.


With newfound confidence, the conning officer keyed his mic. “Helm, stop the thruster . . . Ease your rudder to right ten degrees.”


The helmsman repeated the order, then said, “Bridge, Helm, maneuvering thruster is stopped, and my rudder is right ten degrees.”


“Bridge, Helm, Navigation concurs,” Sokolov chimed in.


Konstantin crossed his arms in satisfaction.


Now they’re working as a team. We’ll see how these men respond when we must face a truly difficult situation.


“Helm, zero your rudder,” Blok ordered at the exact moment when Konstantin would have given the command himself.


“Bridge, Helm, my rudder is amidships,” the helmsman reported.


“Very well.”


Konstantin felt his junior officer’s eyes on him as the Belgorod cruised silently on course, out of the narrow mouth of Severodvinsk’s harbor. Instead of giving the young officer the affirmation he was hoping for, the submarine captain kept his eyes fixed on the lapis waters of Dvina Bay dead ahead.


You did well, Blok, but not worthy of a pat on the back.


Despite its massive area of ninety thousand square kilometers, the White Sea was too shallow for the Belgorod to safely navigate submerged. To reach their assigned dive coordinates off the coast of the Kola Peninsula would require a seven-hundred-kilometer surface transit to the Barents Sea. For the duration of this long and wearisome journey, they would be observed and tracked by American satellites.


But this is okay, because it is all part of the game, Konstantin told himself, inhaling the ocean air.


Driving a nuclear submarine on the surface in nice weather was one of life’s truly rare and precious experiences. Perfectly quiet. Perfectly smooth. No noxious exhaust gases. No squawking and complaining sailors . . .


Just me, my ship, and the sea.


Ordinarily, after making the turn northeast, Konstantin would return belowdecks to his stateroom to deal with the minutiae of command, but not today. Today, he would leave such matters to his first officer and linger on the bridge. He wanted to savor the moment and commit it to memory. Because if his plan succeeded, this would be the last time he gazed upon the shores of his beloved homeland.
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SUBMARINE WARFARE OPERATIONS RESEARCH DIVISION (SWORD)


OFFICE OF NAVAL INTELLIGENCE (ONI)


NATIONAL MARITIME INTELLIGENCE CENTER


4251 SUITLAND ROAD, WASHINGTON, D.C.


0847 LOCAL TIME


Lieutenant Kathleen Ryan tugged at the sleeve of her jacket and leaned in beside Intelligence Specialist Second Class Pettigrew to study the image on the computer screen, jealous that the Alabama native sat comfortably in his Guacamoles, while she was in service dress blues. But then IS2 Pettigrew—Bubba, as he was known to the team, a nod to his slow southern drawl that barely masked a dizzying intellect—didn’t have to brief the deputy chief of naval operations, Admiral Sarah Young, on the rising threats from Russian naval forces in the Black Sea that morning.


“What am I looking at, Bubba?” she asked, squinting at the image of a submarine on rails that would slide it into the sea from a dry dock at the Severodvinsk seaport on the Dvina Bay in the White Sea.


“Well, ma’am,” her top IS said, drawling the words out and running a hand through his red hair, “that there’s the K-329, a new Russki submarine based on the Oscar II platform. The official designation is Project 09852, but its name is the Belgorod.”


She smiled patiently. She hadn’t heard the term “Russki” used anywhere but in old movies.


“Yes, I’m familiar, Bubba,” she said. “I recognize the boat, but I’m guessing you’re showing this particular image to me for a reason?”


“Oh, yes, ma’am,” Pettigrew said and traced a box around the bow of the Russian sub, clicking with the mouse to fill the screen with the selected image. “You probably remember that in all the other images we had, she was inside the covered dry dock, so we couldn’t see nothing of the front of the sub. Here we got a shot of the bow before she went down the rails for launch.”


Katie Ryan squinted again. “It looks different than the other Oscar IIs, but I can’t put my finger on why,” she admitted in frustration. Her expertise was more Russian strategy and changing geopolitics. What she knew about Russian submarines fell more into those categories, and despite the engineering courses required of all Naval Academy midshipmen, she couldn’t be further from an expert on subs.


“Well,” Pettigrew drawled, “she’s bigger, for one—longer than other Oscar IIs, and rumored to have more displacement than even the Typhoons—but we hadn’t seen the bow until now. See these here . . .” Pettigrew pointed to the bow.


“Torpedo tubes?” she asked.


Bubba nodded and clicked the mouse, opening another window in the upper right corner of the screen—an older, archive image he’d prepared in advance, Katie realized.


“This here is a standard Oscar II, and these are the torpedo tubes. See the difference?”


“Well,” she said, “the standard Oscar has six and the Belgorod appears to only have two.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Bubba said, “but they’re huge. I’d guess six or seven feet across.”


“What does it mean?” she asked, straightening up, but still staring at the image. She knew very well that the Belgorod was something special to the Russian Navy. Intelligence from inside Russia suggested she was a special purpose submarine, rather than a fast-attack boat. Images of the docking station aft of the sail suggested she could serve as a mother ship for minisubs, or even autonomous undersea drones. The Pentagon was worried the sub would be used to deliver submersible drones, which could disrupt communication cables in the Atlantic, or deliver Russian Special Forces, in the same way Navy SEALs deployed minisubs out of dry deck shelters carried on the back of certain U.S. submarines.


“No idea, ma’am,” Pettigrew said. “I sure ain’t no engineer. But”—he leaned over and smiled—“I’m guessing that them doors is to deliver a weapon we probably should educate ourselves on real quick.”


Katie nodded.


“Great work, Pettigrew,” she said and clapped the sailor on the shoulder as she rose. “I’ll brief this up the chain. Maybe we can get some better images on the next satellite pass that will clear things up. Although I’m assuming the bow will be hard to see now that she’s in the water. We can maybe get more pictures of the docking station aft of the sail . . .”


“Don’t think so, LT,” Pettigrew said.


“Why not?”


Pettigrew leaned back in his chair. “She put to sea early this morning, boss,” the intelligence specialist said. He clicked the mouse again, bringing up a satellite image of the submarine escorted by tugs in the Dvina Bay. The next image showed the Belgorod departing Severodvinsk’s harbor, the tugs already behind her.


“Where is she now?” Katie asked. “Are they moving her to Polyarnyy?”


“Don’t know,” Pettigrew said with a shrug, “but the team is digging deeper into it on all channels.”


She pursed her lips.


“Thanks, Bubba,” she said, then glanced at her watch. “I gotta go, but I’ll circle back later, okay?”


“You got it, LT,” the sailor said and bent back over his keyboard.


She hustled down the hallway toward the skipper’s office, her mind searching for a direction on the information the IS2 had shared, but not finding one. She stopped at the raised desk outside Captain Ferguson’s office, the yeoman chief petty officer looking at his watch with all the subtlety of a bobcat in a coffee shop, as Pettigrew liked to say.


“I’ll see if he’s ready for you, Lieutenant Ryan,” he said and picked up the phone. “She’s here, sir . . . Yes, sir,” he said into the phone. “Will do, sir.” The chief gave her a crooked smile that she wondered might be pleasure at what could be coming for the young and rising star. She glanced at her own watch again—not a minute to spare. Might as well be the next day for her boss, Captain Russ Ferguson, for whom punctuality was on par with godliness—at the command level there was only early or late. “Go right in, Lieutenant.”


But the skipper let her off the hook with a simple, sarcastic “Thanks for making time for me, Lieutenant Ryan” as he gestured to a chair beside where he sat at a modest-sized conference table, where he liked to conduct business.


She took her seat.


“Sorry to be late, sir,” she said, noting the second hand sweeping across the twelve—making her technically right on time. “One of my people was sharing some new information on a Russian submarine we’ve been investigating.”


“I assumed you were working,” the skipper said. “Is this the Belgorod?”


“It is, sir,” she said, surprised, but also realizing she shouldn’t be. Ferguson had an amazing gift of not only eidetic memory and intelligence, but also the ability to read people in a way that bordered on mind reading. “My best IS was sharing new images of the boat, sir.” She went on to describe what Pettigrew had shown her.


“Huh,” Ferguson said, leaning back in his leather chair and making a little steeple with his fingers. “Work with our connections at NSA. Let’s see if we can get some more images to share with the engineers over at the Undersea Research Lab, okay?”


“Sure, but it might be a while, sir,” she said. “We’ll have to find her.”


“Find her?” Ferguson growled, now sitting up straight, his arms on the table’s glass topper, under which dozens of command coins lay on display. “She’s at Severodvinsk, right?”


“She was, sir,” she said. “She put out to sea early this morning. Just after midnight our time, I believe.”


“Well, shit,” Ferguson said and slapped a hand on the tabletop. “Someone dropped the ball somewhere. We’ve got pretty good intel inside Russia. I can’t remember the last time a Russian ship or sub put to sea on a scheduled deployment that we didn’t know ahead of time. What the hell happened?”


“Not sure, sir,” she said. “We’ll try and find out.”


“Well, if they somehow kept this one secret, that’s a big damn deal, Ryan,” Ferguson said. “For us to not know about it means Russian leaders are keeping secrets from each other. That means something important is happening with this submarine. We need to figure out what this boat is all about.”


“I’ll broaden the scope and task the rest of my team to get up to speed, sir.”


Ferguson pulled at his chin, deep in thought.


“We’ll need some outside help, too, Ryan,” he said and looked over at her. “I’m gonna arrange for you to meet Juggernaut. Her boat is getting ready for deployment, but she’ll make time for you, I’m sure.”


“Juggernaut?” Katie asked, intrigued.


“It’s a nickname,” Ferguson said. “The perfect one, I might add. She’s barely five feet tall, but tough as nails. She finished a shore tour at the undersea lab and was a genius of some sort. Smartest damn submariner I ever met, and that’s saying something, because they’re all smart as hell. She’s the weapons officer on board the Blackfish now.”


“The Blackfish, sir?” Katie asked, confused. In her job, she knew the fleet pretty well, but the only Blackfish she could think of was a movie about killer whales and a character from Game of Thrones.


“The USS Washington,” he said. “SSN 787. The crew call her the Blackfish.”


“Why?”


“Well,” he said, still smiling, “why don’t you ask them? I’ll arrange for a visit to the Washington for you to spend some time with Juggernaut to get her opinion on those torpedo doors. If anyone can generate a reasonable theory, it’ll be her. With deployment right around the corner it would be a big ask to bring her up here, so you’ll head down to meet her. You okay with that?”


“Yes, sir. Of course. Who should I take with me?”


“No one,” the skipper said. “Submariners are notoriously closed-lipped and they don’t like crowds. Just you. Have your team send any imagery to me on the high side and I’ll make sure it makes it to the Washington.”


“Aye, sir,” she said.


“Great,” he said, rising. “Let’s go meet with Admiral Young.”


Her eyes widened.


“Do you want to go over what I’m going to brief her on?”


“Well, I assume you’ll address the increasingly hostile activity in the Black Sea and the harassment of the fleet in the northern Atlantic. I would hope you’ll touch on the covert operations we detected in Finland, and also the false flag operations they continue to wage in the Baltics . . .”


“Yes, sir,” she said, aware she was interrupting her boss. “I meant, I thought you might want to go over the specifics, sir. To make sure—I don’t know—to make sure that . . .”


“Ryan, we made you a senior analyst for a reason. You promoted to O-4 below zone for a reason. If I wanted a briefing from an analyst who I needed to supervise or mentor, I would have tasked one of the JOs,” he said, referring to the junior officers in the shop. “No, actually I would not have done that, because I’m too damn busy. Are you not feeling up to the task, Ryan?”


Katie took a deep breath and clenched her jaw.


“No, sir. I’m all good. Just want to represent our command the way you want me to.”


His look softened.


“Just be yourself, Ryan. Limit the jargon and the technical details. She doesn’t care about collection methods, only the facts. So give her the facts and tell her the why, but also the what—as in, what you think it means and why it matters. It’s what you’re best at, frankly, like your superpower. Okay?”


“Okay, sir,” she said and followed him from the office and down the hall to where Admiral Young and her senior staffers would be waiting in the conference room reserved for such meetings. She felt a simultaneous grip of fear and a swell of pride. Ferguson sending her to the front of the room without review meant he trusted her—which meant a lot.


It also meant she was on her own.


If Dad could see me now . . .
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CAPTAIN’S STATEROOM


THE BELGOROD (K-329)


OPERATING AREA KD-11


BARENTS SEA


1551 LOCAL TIME


Konstantin stared at the shattered glass screen of his mobile phone—damage that he’d elected not to repair. He’d dropped it at the hospital that day, and now it was a metaphor for his life. The main fissure in the glass cut transversely across Calina’s neck, an ungodly reminder that his life was meant to be punishment.


He stared at this image often, the last and final picture he’d taken of his wife.


The worried look in her eyes, the waning curl of her lips . . .


In that moment, she’d known. Somehow, she’d known it would happen.


“You should have said something to me,” he said to her image, tears pressing. “I could have intervened. I could have taken you to a different hospital.”


A knock on the door snapped him from the macabre moment.


“Come,” he said, collecting himself.


The door opened.


“Captain, I was instructed by Captain Lieutenant Blok to bring you the rig for dive checklist for your review and signature,” said the messenger.


“Very well, bring it to me.”


The young sailor, whose nervous face Konstantin did not recognize, entered his stateroom and handed him a clipboard with a multipage document. The captain’s gaze dropped to the seaman’s name tag, and he committed the name to memory as he accepted the clipboard. The messenger quickly backpedaled to the passageway outside and moved to shut the door.


“Leave it open,” Konstantin said, scanning the top page. “This won’t take long.”


Prior to diving the submarine, a verification check was performed to validate the status and proper position of all hatches and valves associated with hull penetrations that could result in flooding when transitioning from surfaced to submerged operations. This practice, which the Soviet Navy had borrowed from the Americans, was a two-party verification—with two qualified watch standers performing the checklist separately and independently. The “independent” element was essential, with the second checker functioning as a backup to the first. During his early days as an officer in training, Konstantin had performed the rig for dive checklist many times as both first and second checker. On multiple occasions, he’d found mistakes. Sometimes a stuck valve feels like a shut valve on its seat. Sometimes people confuse clockwise and counterclockwise directions. And sometimes people are in a hurry and simply miss things.


“The ocean is an unforgiving master,” Konstantin said as he flipped to the second page, scanning for two sets of initials beside every line item. “Seaman Danovich, do you know what the water pressure is at a depth of five hundred meters?”


Danovich hesitated a moment before saying, “No, Captain. I do not.”


“Every ten meters of depth is one bar of pressure. This submarine’s diving limit is five hundred meters, which equates to fifty bars, or fifty atmospheres of pressure. Do you understand?” The young seaman nodded, but Konstantin could see that he didn’t really comprehend the significance. “If there is a leak when we are deep, it is not like on the surface. You can’t stick your finger in the hole to plug it. The pressure is so great, it will cut your arm off like a laser. A hole as small as one centimeter will produce a stream of seawater so powerful that the water will atomize, flooding the air and your lungs instantly, drowning you where you stand.”


Danovich swallowed hard, not liking this new knowledge. “That is terrible.”


The sub captain tapped the checklist with his index finger. “Yes, which is why this checklist is so important. As part of your qualifications, someday you will do this important job. I need you to understand why it matters.”


“Yes, Captain . . . I will learn and do it well.”


Konstantin finished his review, signed the completed checklist at the bottom, annotating the date and time of his signature, and handed the clipboard back to the messenger.


“Return this document to the conning officer.”


“Yes, sir, Captain,” Danovich said and, leaving, closed the door.


A few minutes later, his telephone rang.


“Da,” he said, pressing the handset to his ear.


“Captain, this is the conning officer,” Blok said. “The ship is at the dive coordinates inside operating area KD-11. All preparations for submerged operations are complete. The ship is ready to dive.”


“Very well,” Konstantin said and returned the handset to its cradle.


With a grunt, he slid his heavy chair back from his desk, stood, and straightened his uniform. An old, familiar anticipation washed over him. The first dive on every underway was an exciting and nerve-racking event. A submarine on the surface was like a gladiator without his shield and sword—still a warrior, but stripped of his power. Bobbing on the surface, the Belgorod was slow, perceptible, and vulnerable, but beneath the waves, it was a silent, invisible killer. He couldn’t wait to be underwater. However, if something was going to go wrong—and by wrong he meant terribly wrong—it would likely happen on the first submergence after leaving port.


The first dive of every underway was the risky one.


Northern Fleet Joint Strategic Command had not announced this underway. Only after the Western submarine watchers posted news online about K-329’s surprise voyage would the propaganda machine kick in. Russia’s public explanation for their underway would be that the Belgorod was conducting the final phase of sea trials. In reality, sea trials were already complete. Still, work on the hull and the large-diameter torpedo tubes had been conducted in the Sevmash Shipyard before this underway. The threat of a mistake during that work that could lead to flooding was very real, so he needed everyone vigilant during this first dive.


“Captain on the conn,” the helmsman announced as Konstantin strode into the submarine’s control room. All conversation stopped. Everyone standing stood a little taller, and everyone sitting sat a little straighter as the captain entered.


“Conning officer report,” he said in his command voice as he took a position behind the trio of watch standers at the submarine control station, or SCS, where the helmsman, planesman, and diving officer were seated.


The conning officer handed off periscope duties to a junior officer and took position alongside Konstantin’s right shoulder. “Captain, the ship is rigged for dive, on course three-five-five at twelve knots. We have one distant sonar contact, designated C-1, range twenty-two thousand meters. Based on propulsion signature, C-1 is classified as a merchant vessel and not a tactical concern. Sounding is two hundred thirty-five meters beneath the keel and matches charted depth. Request permission to dive the ship.”


Konstantin glanced at the sonar repeater display located to the right of the SCS and evaluated the lone sonar trace. The bright trace showed a steady bearing over time, a condition known as zero bearing rate—when the course and speed of both the submarine and the contact created a geometry in which the contact angle did not change. In maritime parlance, the two vessels were on a collision course. But this merchant was far away and by the time the intersection happened, the Belgorod would be cruising one hundred meters below the surface, making collision impossible. Nyet, Konstantin was not worried about this merchant vessel with its noisy twin screws and massive broadband sonar signature. The threat he was concerned about was the submerged variety—an American hunter-killer submarine silently cruising the depths with a quiet propulsor and no detectable broadband signature. This was not an irrational fear—there was always a submarine lurking out there, prepared for the hunt. With satellite surveillance, in the modern world no vessel got underway undetected and the American hunter-killers were always on the prowl. The last decades had seen a considerable asymmetry develop between the adversaries, with the American Virginia-class submarines tipping the scales in their favor. The Belgorod, however, would restore the balance.


It’s time, he thought with a fatalistic, closed-lip smile, to deploy this machine of war as the designers intended.


“Conning officer, submerge the ship to a depth of fifty meters and conduct leak checks,” Konstantin ordered, folding his arms across his chest.


Captain Lieutenant Blok repeated back the order, then parroted the command to the diving officer.


The diving officer keyed the microphone in his hand. “Dive, dive,” he said on the ship-wide comms circuit and sounded two blasts of the Klaxon:


AAHHOOGAA.


AAHHOOGAA.


“Dive, dive,” he repeated a second time. After that, he holstered the microphone handset and operated a series of toggle switches to vent air from the fore and aft ballast tanks. “Venting all ballast tanks,” he announced to the control room.


“Confirm venting forward . . . Confirm venting aft,” the periscope operator reported while swiveling one hundred eighty degrees on the scope so as to visually verify the air escaping.


“Planes, make your depth fifty meters,” the diving officer said. “Ease into your down bubble.”


The planesman repeated the order and pressed his control yoke forward to adjust the angle of the submarine’s stern and bow planes, which were linked in a coordination mode where the angles were optimized by the ship’s computer. On the Belgorod, either control station could operate the planes or the rudder, but by convention the helmsman sat in the inboard chair and the planesman the outboard. The diving officer sat behind them and had a small control panel that he operated between them. Due to its massive size, the venting of the Belgorod’s ballast tanks did not happen instantaneously. Nearly a minute passed before the goliath sub tilted forward and began to descend. The diving officer called out depth changes in five-meter increments as they descended toward the target depth. Upon reaching fifty meters, the planesman eased the submarine back to zero bubble to level from the descent, while the helmsman maintained the ordered heading of three hundred fifty-five degrees.


Once on depth, the diving officer made a ship-wide announcement for all watch standers to conduct leak checks. While the control room waited for the reports to come in, Konstantin walked over to the primary sonar repeater and studied the screen. The single bright trace of the merchant contact C-1 remained the only visible vessel on the waterfall display. He knew that the American submarines used a similar display, with time on the y-axis and relative bearing on the x-axis. The noise of the sea—a combination of biologics, wind, and wave action—looked like falling snow on the screen. Somewhere in that white noise hid an American fast-attack submarine, already submerged and waiting to observe the Belgorod’s dive. After Konstantin submerged, the Americans would fall in trail behind him and silently track his ship from the acoustic blind spot that submariners referred to as their baffles. But Konstantin had a surprise up his sleeve for the Americans, something the Russian Navy had never tried before.


“Conning officer, dive checks are complete in all stations. No leaks detected,” the diving officer said.


Blok acknowledged the report and parroted the information to Konstantin.


“Very well,” he said, but was racked with a sudden stab of pain in his middle abdomen that buckled him at the waist.


“Captain, are you okay?” Blok said, reaching for the captain’s arm, but stopping before making contact.


The pain would pass in a moment, it always did . . . He just needed to grit his teeth and bear it until that happened. Konstantin cleared his throat and forced himself to stand up straight.


“I’m fine,” he said, putting on a stoic face. “Indigestion, that’s all.”


Aware of many pairs of eyes on him, he stood tall—like a captain should—until the pain ebbed. Once he’d regained his bearing and a clear head, the sub captain walked over to the closest comms box to perform the most important evolution of the day. With a deep, cleansing breath, he selected “all stations” using a selector knob and picked up the microphone handset.


“Officers and crew of the Belgorod, this is your captain. Today marks a historic event in the Russian Navy. This ship—our ship—is a one-of-a-kind creation. Best in class. The biggest, quietest, and most tactically important submarine in the fleet. We are a special missions boat. Never forget that. This submarine is designed to conduct operations in denied areas, where we will monitor, frustrate, and challenge our oldest and most capable adversary, and that is exactly what we are going to do. The Americans know we exist, but they do not know what we are capable of. On this deployment, we are going to show them just how capable we are . . .”


He pulled a folded page from his left breast pocket and opened it.


“I have received our orders and they are as follows. First, we will head north to conduct a brief training evolution with one of our most capable hunter-killer Akula-class submarines—K-335, the Gepard. We will simulate being an American submarine with a sound augmentation device so K-335 can test their new towed array sonar system and hunting skills. After this, we will head west. Using our stealth, we will execute our special charter and conduct a deep submersible mission, code-named Operation Guillotine, against the Americans’ new, top secret deep-ocean submarine detection network. Once we have rendered the enemy blind and deaf to our presence, we will reposition off the Eastern Seaboard of the United States and deploy our Status-6 multipurpose UUV. Russia is the only nation in the world to possess this advanced technology, and the Belgorod is the only submarine in the fleet that is carrying it. After launch, it will travel autonomously all the way into Norfolk Harbor in Virginia. There, it will bottom and wait undetected until the day we need it to wipe the American Atlantic fleet off the map.”


He paused to allow cheers and boasts from the crew, smiling at his men in the control room.


“That’s right, intrepid sons of Russia. Today you make your captain proud. Your families proud. The Kremlin proud. Today, we begin an adventure that will change the balance of power in the world forever.”


With a stoic smile, Konstantin returned the microphone to its cradle and walked over to look at the current sound velocity profile, or SVP, trace. Using thermographic bathymetry, the machine created a graphic representation of the speed of sound as a function of depth, temperature, and salinity. Unlike the Atlantic Ocean, with an average depth of thirty-six hundred meters, the Barents Sea was shallow, with an average depth of only two hundred thirty meters, making it not much deeper than the Belgorod was long. While they were stuck in the Barents, their speed and depth were significantly constrained.


As a special-activities platform capable of deploying deep-diving submersibles, K-329 had a large operating window. Normally, Konstantin would select his depth to maximize the probability of operating in a “shadow zone,” an area where sound waves bent in advantageous ways, making detection of the Belgorod by an adversary more difficult.


But not today.


Today, I want to be found.


“Conning officer, make your depth one hundred twenty-five meters, increase speed to fifteen knots, and proceed north,” he said.


Captain Lieutenant Blok echoed the order, then said, “Anything else, Captain?”


“Da, secure the diving and surface-maneuvering watch parties, and transition to submerged watch sections. Then send the engineer to my stateroom. I need to talk to him.”


“Yes, Captain. Straight away, sir.”


Konstantin gave the helmsman’s shoulder a squeeze and headed back to his stateroom to prepare for the next phase of his plan.
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PRESIDENT’S RECEPTION OFFICE


GRAND KREMLIN PALACE


MOSCOW, RUSSIA


1603 LOCAL TIME


Russian president Nikita Yermilov felt a youthful vigor he’d not enjoyed for many years—perhaps not since he was a young KGB officer in the service of the mighty Soviet empire. The thought brought a smile to his face, a smile that broadened when his phone rang.


It wasn’t the desk phone.


It was the other one.


He fished the compact sat phone from the inside pocket of his suit coat, grateful that the call had come before the meeting with the delegation from Belarus.


“Da,” he said, taking the call.


“It is in motion. The Belgorod is underway,” said a gruff male voice on the other end.


Yermilov knew this already, of course. He had ordered the Belgorod to put to sea. That wasn’t the detail he needed.


“What about the rest?”


“I received confirmation that everything is in place. We have the right people on board, Nikita. This is a great day,” the old man on the line said, his throat rattling from nearly a century of cigarettes.


There were few men alive whom Yermilov would tolerate addressing him as “Nikita”—in fact, so few that hearing his given name spoken out loud sounded odd. His one-time mentor had earned such a privilege, however.


“It is, indeed,” Yermilov agreed. He had ordered the Belgorod to sea through a very small and compartmentalized chain of command. The order would stoke outrage from both his military and intelligence leadership, but to hell with them. He was the president of Russia, and his word was final. This mission signified a new beginning. “We shall rise like a phoenix—”


“Flowery metaphors are beneath you, Nikita,” the old man said with a chuckle, cutting him off. “When it comes to words, less is more.”


Yermilov felt his face flush red and hot, but before he could rebuke the man, the old general spoke up and returned Yermilov’s dignity as easily as he’d stolen it away.


“I will keep you apprised of all details, President Yermilov.”


“See that you do.”


The line went dead as the phone on his desk chirped.


“Da,” he said, changing handsets.


“I apologize, Mr. President, but Colonel General Andreyev is here demanding an audience,” said Kierra, his tough but always calm executive assistant. “He says it is quite urgent . . .”


“It is an emergency,” he heard Andreyev, the head of NDMC, the National Defense Management Center, say in the background.


Yermilov had expected this, in fact was surprised it took so long, but apparently the colonel general wanted to meet face-to-face. A bold move.


“Thank you, Kierra. Send him in, but he has only a few minutes before I must meet with Lukashenko’s generals.”


“Yes, sir.”


The door opened and an overweight, red-faced man strode in, his officer’s cap crushed beneath his arm. Without looking over, Yermilov sensed his personal security agent, Boris, step forward to stand behind him, mirroring the aggressive posturing of the new arrival.


“What is so urgent, Oleg?” Yermilov asked, privately taking delight in how upset the general appeared. Andreyev was a powerful man who answered only to the chief of the General Staff. And that leader answered to only one man, and that man was Yermilov.


“Did you know? Of course you did!” Andreyev said, spitting as he talked. “How can I be expected to manage our combined forces when assets are mobilized without my knowledge or authorization?”


“Calm down, Oleg,” Yermilov said, crossing his legs at the knee. “Take a seat for a moment, and I am sure we can figure out whatever it is that has you so troubled. Would you like a cup of tea?”


The general looked from Yermilov to the bodyguard Boris and back again, reading the room and reining in his emotions. With seemingly great effort, Andreyev lowered his considerable girth into one of the two high-back chairs facing Yermilov and his opulent desk. He placed his cap in his lap and let out a long breath.


“The Belgorod sailed this morning from Severodvinsk,” Andreyev said with a slow, even tone. “It was my understanding that she would be undergoing continued retrofitting and then be moved to the submarine base at Polyarnyy, but that does not appear to be the case.”


“And only your excellent management allowed her to complete the retrofit so far ahead of schedule, Oleg. You are to be commended for the way you are running the center.”


The general clenched his jaw. “Thank you, Mr. President, but that is hardly the point. How is it that one of my submarines puts to sea and I know nothing about it? I am the director—”


“One of your submarines?” the Russian president said, cutting him off, his voice the black ice he’d perfected in his time at the KGB, before it became the less capable and less feared SVR that it was today. He suddenly almost desperately wanted a smoke. Most Russians still smoked, but Yermilov had worked so hard to quit, to be healthier.


“I simply meant—”


“I know what you meant,” Yermilov said, staring the man in the eyes. “The Belgorod is owned by Russia—by the Russian people. And she is commanded by the duly elected supreme commander in chief of the Russian military, Oleg. That is still me, I believe?”


He gave the man a cold smile and leaned back in his chair. God, how he needed a smoke. Such theatrics were so much more visceral inside a cloud of blue cigarette smoke.


“Da, Mr. President. I serve at your pleasure, but to do my job effectively—”


“You must, first and foremost, respect the chain of command, Colonel General Andreyev. It was my intent to brief you personally on this highly compartmentalized operation later today, but since you have seen fit to come all the way over here from Znamenka 19, I will give you a short primer now.”


He rose and paced around his desk, standing over the man with the desired effect, as Andreyev leaned back, away from him.


“The Belgorod is the jewel of the Northern Fleet, Oleg. In addition to its special mission modifications, the engineers have made it supremely quiet and stealthy—quieter perhaps than the American Block III Virginia-class submarines. Your diligence in overseeing this work is commendable.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“But the Americans have become belligerent and are challenging our efforts in both Syria and Eastern Europe. They view what they have seen in Ukraine as weakness—as our decline. They are wrong, and, to maintain the balance of power, we must change this perception.”


“Which is why we are conducting Operation Hurricane with our flagship and aircraft carrier, the Admiral Kuznetsov, taking center stage. This is what you told me, Mr. President, to coordinate and conduct our largest naval exercise in a decade. Which I have done.”


“Operation Hurricane is important. It will remind the Americans and the British of our naval might and our ability to project power. But it will also serve another goal, which is to keep them distracted and their attention diverted from my true objective.”


“You’re talking about K-329’s underway?”


“Da. In consultation with Defense Minister Volkolov, I have ordered a bold test of K-329’s capabilities. First, the Belgorod will slip past the American submarines who patrol our shores with unbridled hubris. Then it will drill with our Northern Fleet, and we will catalog potential weaknesses should a future conflict with the Americans occur, something I feel is inevitable. To change that inevitability, we must give the Americans pause. We must remind them that our submarine force is something to be feared. Which is why at the conclusion of the exercise, the Belgorod will conduct a covert operation in the North Atlantic—one that I will brief you on at the appropriate time.”


He stood now behind the flag officer, who squirmed in his seat. They both knew the brutality of the Soviet Union had not disappeared, but simply moved to the shadows.


Andreyev nodded, letting out a long sigh through his nose. “I regret, Mr. President, that you did not feel you could confide in me about the exercise and subsequent operation. I have found my working relationship with Minister Volkolov to be quite effective over this year. We were classmates years ago, close comrades. If I have done something to lose your confidence, sir, I regret it immensely.”


It was difficult to put a measure on how very much Yermilov enjoyed seeing the pain in the man’s face. The truth was, Andreyev was an excellent director and his performance had been far from disappointing. Perhaps it was simply the old KGB man still stirring inside Yermilov who enjoyed the power of these moments. In any case, for the master plan to work, there was simply no room for Andreyev at the intimate table that he and the old man had set. And time would tell whether there would be room for him in the New Russia that was coming.


“You have no need to feel regret, Oleg. You are an excellent officer and director and I am pleased with how you run your command. But for this plan to be maximally effective, those who are read into the nature of our operation must, by necessity, be quite small. I was quite sincere when I told you I intended to brief you on the exercise later today. That is a sign of my respect for you, as it will make you one of only a few people in all of Russia who will know what we will do after.”


“I see,” Andreyev said, taking the gift of implied respect and clinging to it.


“I will have the full brief for you in the SCIF at Znamenka 19 later today. It will be the three of us—Sergey, you, and myself.”


“Thank you, Mr. President. I am honored by your trust. And I apologize if—”


Yermilov waved a hand, shooing the apology away. “Don’t be ridiculous, Oleg. Your irritation is understandable and your apology unnecessary. Now, I have a delegation from Belarus arriving, so you must go.”


Andreyev stood and straightened his uniform coat. “Yes, sir. I look forward to our meeting this afternoon, Mr. President.” With that, the colonel general snapped around on a heel and strode for the door, closing it behind him.


Yermilov smiled and gave a nod to Boris, who moved again into the shadows of the room.


Perhaps Andreyev would be read into the final part of the plan, perhaps not. Time would tell. When the Belgorod completed its special operation, he would have a weapon in place to ensure victory for Russia, should American belligerence persist.


But for the plan to work, the circle had to remain small . . .


Because the Americans have spies everywhere.


In his excitement, the thought of meeting with Belarusian military bureaucrats seemed not only unbearable, but also beneath him. He forced himself to run over the agenda in his head. The rest of the world had it wrong. Russia was not getting weaker; it was getting stronger. His will was absolute. It was only a question of time. Once again the Russian Federation would be the mightiest empire in the world, and he alone would be the man calling the shots.
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