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Foreword

 

Moi! How do? I am Driekus, and I live in the Groningen Peat Colonies, in Kiel-Windeweer, at the 34th farm from the A7. 

It is not my habit to write novels, or things of that kind. Being a broccoli farmer (with, I might add, a healthy aversion to this unpleasant-smelling vegetable), I am a true Grunneger from Kiel-Windeweer, the most beautiful village in the world, a protected heritage village, residing, as stated, at the 34th farm from the A7. 

What do I love? The traditional, ancient Groningen dish of shawarma, naturally, made from Drenthe sheep and Frisian herbs. Clogs. Scotch whisky. John Deere tractors. Me tractor’s a cracker. The smell of diesel. Self-assured, independent and sensual women. 

A Grunneger who farms well and stands with both feet in the clay, who likes to put the clog in against the squandering and fiddling of public money. 

I also take up the muck fork against high-minded meddling in how other people ought to live. Everyone can hoe their own row, and need not make themselves dependent on anyone else, nor may they force their own convictions on another. 

The very pinnacle of my allergies (apart from broccoli, then) is two-faced people who take money off hard-working folk through, for example, energy levies, and then expect a thank-you when you receive your own money back as benefits, though only after they have taken a hefty bite out of it themselves. 

 

They claim to fight for prosperity but create poverty, and have done so for more than a hundred years, in our beautiful province. 

Writing a book is a very different kettle of fish from being a broccoli farmer, for I prefer reality to fiction, and I prefer the good life to fantasy or a made-up hereafter. As a level-headed Grunneger I say: truth and common sense, and there I stand. 

 

Kiel-Windeweer, 2024

Driekus Vierkant




About This Book

 

You are about to read the autobiography of Hendricus Johannes Vierkant. This debut describes a heroic uprising by the people of Groningen against decades of their province being milked like a colony.

No problem in the history of literature is quite so precarious as that of non-fiction. Following thorough scientific research, we at our university have been able to establish that the account set down here actually took place, given the real-time interaction between the protagonists on social media, which correlates with the data as recorded in this book.

As befits a proper university, we have confined ourselves to the academic pursuit of truth, on the basis of available OSINT data from the X accounts @driekusvierkant @gezinushorema @berendschuitema @jellejellema and @gerdavdoever.

The reader is expressly warned against reading this book as fiction, that is to say an invented history with imaginary characters. In this case, there can be no question of that.

In this world there is already so much fiction, fake news and manipulation, with parody and satire piled on top, that a factual, chronological account such as this one comes as a true breath of fresh air, leaving no room whatsoever for misunderstanding as to intention and perception.

Any resemblance to fictional events and/or imaginary characters is purely coincidental.

Paterswolde, autumn 2024.

Prof. Dr. B.J.O. Zomerplaag.


Chapter 1

 

SAMARA




Thursday 7 November 2024, 04:17, Russian naval port, Sevastopol, Black Sea.

 

The dark sky, full of twinkling stars, casts glittering reflections on the calm waves. The water in the Russian-occupied naval harbour is as black as the name of the sea.

In the faint moonlight you can make out three shadowy figures between the waves, cloaked in black diving gear, gliding soundlessly through the water. They are towing a rubber dinghy loaded with large black bags.

The east wind blows gently and the air is cold. The smell of seawater, oil and rust seeps through their masks. The sound of their breathing through the snorkels is lost in the lapping of the water against the deserted quays, lined with old cranes, dry docks and rusting ships. Beyond that: deathly silence.

Right in front of them lies the K-295 Samara, a Shchuka-B, ‘pike’-class nuclear submarine. The gigantic, intimidating black hulk seems to rise from the depths of the earth, shrouded in the darkness of the night.

Driekus looks at Berend and Gezinus. His heart is pounding in his throat, not only because he is unused to this kind of physical exertion, but from the tension too. This is it. Months of preparation, and it all comes down to this one moment. You can see the fear and the concentration in their eyes.

‘There she is,’ Gezinus whispers, barely audible. Berend and Driekus nod silently, peering into the darkness. Driekus’s heart is no longer pounding in his throat; it feels as if it is about to leap out of his chest.

Light seeps through the steamed-up windows of the guardhouse on the quay, but inside it is as quiet as the grave. The men swim soundlessly between the quay and the submarine, their bodies invisible in the dark. The rubber-coated hull feels strange under Driekus’s fingers as he presses himself against it. ‘How is this ridiculously huge thing ever going to fit in our canal,’ Driekus thinks.

The light breeze has died away completely now. The silence is a stark contrast to the violence this beast could unleash on the world. It is surreal, almost magical.

‘We can still turn back,’ Driekus whispers. Both men give him a look, and that tells him enough.

Berend pulls out a small device and his fingers fly over the keys. It feels like an eternity. Every soft beep sounds deafening in the silence of the night, and the men glance around anxiously.

Driekus wants to yell: ‘Get a move on, man!’ But he keeps quiet. They mustn’t make a sound. Not now. ‘Nor in the days to come, if we even make it,’ he thinks.

Suddenly, barely audible, an alarm sounds from deep in the belly of the submarine: a repetitive, mechanical tone. Driekus takes a deep breath and feels the adrenaline surge through his veins. The moment of truth.

The carbon monoxide alarm has done its job. Driekus looks at Berend and Gezinus. ‘Now!’ They haul themselves out of the water and realise the air is a good deal colder than the sea.

With a screech of grinding metal, the heavy hatch swings open. Two Asian-looking men in long underwear scramble out in a hurry. They jump onto the deck and make a run for the quay.


The three men move like shadows across the hull; the fleeing crew have no time to defend themselves. Without a sound, they overpower the two in the pitch dark.

With grim precision Driekus pushes a needle into the neck of the first man. A brief spasm. Then the body goes limp and heavy. For a second Berend catches the terrified look of the second man, who starts to struggle and is about to scream, just before Driekus injects him too.

They drag the men to the dinghy. Driekus’s breathing quickens as he pulls the ropes tight around them and gently pushes the boat out to sea. They’ll drift, far away from here.

They heave the leaden bags onto their backs and run noiselessly across the deck. They climb the conning tower and slip through the hatch.

Driekus’s gaze sweeps the dark horizon before he lowers himself in. Nobody seems to have noticed them. The guards’ hut is silent. They’ve made it. For now.

With trembling hands Driekus spins the heavy hatch shut, sealing it tight, and a sudden silence fills the space around them. It smells of damp, cigarette smoke, sweat, oil and ozone.

A single red lamp throws harsh shadows across the space below: a tangle of pipes, cables, yellowed cabinets full of old electronics, and ultra-modern black screens.

A shiver runs down his spine. This could have gone so wrong. And it can still go very, very wrong. But they’re in. ‘Fuck. Fuck!’




Chapter 2

 

A

PUB CRAWL




Tuesday 18 June 2024, Kiel-Windeweer, Groningen, the Netherlands

 

In the quiet Groningen ribbon village of Kiel-Windeweer, broccoli farmer Driekus sat with his ample body parked on a crate of beer in the front garden of his big farmhouse. 

He was bored stiff. It was already the silly season, so he sat hunched aimlessly over his phone, scrolling through the X app, through daft videos and comments. It was boring. His bag of crisps (favourite flavour: joppiesaus, a Dutch curry-onion mayo, don’t ask) was empty as well. Boring. 

He opened the Signal app and sent a message to his group of friends: 

‘Moi lads, I’m bored and I’ve got a thirst on. Thursday 20:30, De Toeter?’

Within five seconds: ‘Ping!’ A message from Berend: ‘OK’. 

Groningers are people of few words, but his neighbour was in a league of his own. A man of few words, but a genius with computers, electronics, and tinkering with mopeds and tractors. Berend Schuitema has no photo of his face on Signal; instead he mysteriously wears a hoodie and holds up a fish, whatever that is supposed to mean.

‘Ping!’ Gerda: ‘Yesss up for it, and I’m bringing Jelle too!’ 

Gerda lives opposite Driekus. That makes it sound like she’s just a hop across the road, but the Kieldiep, the peat canal that splits their village as if it were the Berlin Wall, is miles long, and the bridge is a good walk away. Not that Driekus ever walks. He always takes his John Deere. 

Driekus muttered: ‘Jelle.’ He had fancied Gerda for a while. And recently she had got together with some tall, platinum-blond Jelle. A Frisian, of all things. And called Jelle, no less. Driekus found that hilarious, because in Groningen they call Friesland Jelleland. 

Driekus tried to imitate the nasal Frisian twang and chuckled to himself: ‘Jellejellejelle, Gerda, will you be my jelly jelly?’

‘Ping!’ Gezinus: ‘I’m going to drink you under the table in 050, Driekus. In!’

Gezinus was his seafaring cousin, who for once happened to be ashore. Driekus could hold his drink, but when cousin Horema was involved, you knew the evening would get out of hand and you could write off the whole weekend recovering.

Driekus texted back: ‘Grand. I’m just worried Berend will drink us all under the table. They don’t call him Popke Nathals for nothing.’ (That’s Groningen for ‘the sponge’.)

‘Ping!’ Berend: ‘just glad you’re not calling me Shitema this time. Or Grumbling Berend.’




Thursday 20 June 2024, 20:35, the city of Groningen, the Netherlands

Café de Toeter

A warm summer evening. The five of them sat at a varnished wooden table in De Toeter (The Hooter), a pub in the city of Groningen famous for its many Scotch whiskies, of which Driekus is a big fan.

Jelle, a tree of a blond bloke, introduced himself to the others and, to the great hilarity of the Groningers, told them he ran a pirate radio station in Harlingen that played only Frisian-language music. 

Driekus nearly choked on his Lagavulin 16 and laughed: ‘I’d sooner buy a New Holland tractor, or no wait, eat broccoli, than listen to Frisian songs!’ 

Luckily Jelle could take the teasing. He pointed at Driekus’s belly and said: ‘Judging by that, you certainly eat a lot more than broccoli, my friend!’

They laughed, Berend raised his glass, they toasted, and the tone was set. And this was only pub number one. This could only turn into a proper old-fashioned evening out in this city with the highest density of pubs in Western Europe.

‘Right, on to the next pub!’ shouted Gezinus. Jelle asked why they were leaving. ‘It’s tradition in Stad to go from pub to pub, looking for fun,’ Gezinus explained. ‘Aye, and pretty women,’ Driekus winked. 

Gerda rolled her eyes, sighed and said defiantly: ‘And men!’ Gezinus cried: ‘Exactly, Gerda and I are going man-watching!’ Berend grinned and muttered ‘cabin boy’, at which the rest laughed even harder. Jelle blinked at so much information. 

As they walked across the Ebbingebrug bridge towards the city centre, Driekus helped Jelle out. ‘There’s only one city in the province of Groningen, so we just call it Stad. City. With a capital C. Also known as zero-five-oh, after the dialling code.’ 

Gezinus glanced at his own reflection in a barber’s window, ran a hand through his wavy hair and chimed in: ‘And loads of good-looking students here, so it’s a right laugh!’ 

‘Gezinus is into men, which means more women for us!’ laughed Driekus, and Berend laughed along. 

Jelle thought it was all rather lovely and took Gerda by the arm. For a moment she looked up at him, very happy.




Café De Drie Uiltjes

Driekus tried to walk straight past. But Gezinus called out: ‘Look, the Drie Uiltjes, the Three Little Owls, best pub in town, in we go.’

They climbed the little stairs, and the moment they stepped inside they felt the warm, stuffy air of a packed pub. It was busy. The oxygen had been driven out by people, music, clinking glasses and animated conversation. It smelled of stale beer and sweaty people. 

At the bar sat three women in their late thirties, early forties, and their eyes went straight to the little group that had just walked in: a lanky giant of a bloke, a slender woman with red hair, and three, er, sturdily built, well, let’s just say fat men, obviously from the countryside. 

Driekus, by far the fattest of the three, does not, by conventional standards, have a particularly attractive figure or sense of style. But he more than makes up for it with his twinkling eyes and his humour. Somehow that drew women in. The ladies at the bar kept making eyes at them, hoping one of the men would come over, offer them a drink and introduce himself.

In vain, because our little group of five only had eyes for each other. Driekus was enthusiastically telling Jelle about his line of work: growing broccoli. Which Jelle found hilarious, because who grows broccoli when he can’t stand the stuff himself? 

Gezinus talked about travelling all over the world and all the cities he’d had nights out in. An impressive list followed.

Jelle told them he had turned his pirate radio hobby into his job and now worked in radio technology, which was how he had met Gerda. She had studied astronomy at the university and worked as a data scientist for the RDI in Groningen, the government inspectorate for digital infrastructure, formerly known as the Radiocommunications Agency.

Berend confirmed every conversation about technology with a grunt.

‘I don’t understand the first thing about all that tech, as long as me tractor runs and the wifi works,’ said Driekus, ‘because I always have a good laugh on X.’ 

‘Just admit you’re addicted to X. You spend all day with your fat backside on your tractor, or on your sofa with your phone in your hand, sniggering at smutty comments and pictures of scantily clad women that you post yourself, which didn’t exactly go down well,’ said Gezinus, and the rest laughed. 

Driekus laughed along like a farmer with toothache, because Gezinus simply had a point. Long after he had abruptly quit X, he had still drawn the hatred of pseudo-feminists over those artistic photos to which he added funny, dry, satirical captions, for the sake of more equality, of all things, and also to tease prudish people. 

Not everyone had got his jokes. There was even a little group that had started to turn paranoid over the game between what counts as fiction and what counts as reality these days, and they had turned to hating. They accused the wrong Driekus and tried to cancel him. They even abused their positions to make life difficult for him. 

Even now Driekus sat with his phone in his hand, and he had been to the doctor and the physio for pain in his neck from constantly peering at the thing. 

Driekus said, in an almost groaning voice, as he tried to squeeze his hefty body through the crowd towards the bar: ‘Art is allowed to chafe, but according to those narrow-minded women their emotions are the only truth, more true than hard facts. Frustration starts with yourself, but they want to gag other people because they can’t get their own emotions under control. Unfit for any board position, then. Come on, we’re off to the next pub, I’ll just get this round.’ 

Jelle, Gezinus and Gerda carried on talking enthusiastically about satellites and radio, and Berend listened closely. 

Back came Driekus with a sour face. He said with a mock-pained grin: ‘How fast can you lot run, or does anyone fancy doing the washing-up? Because my card got declined and I’ve got no cash on me…’ 

Gezinus shouted: ‘No wonder, if you keep telling everyone not to eat broccoli! And there I was thinking farmers were raking it in. Come on, I’ll pay and we’re movinggg on.’ 

On the way to the Grote Markt, the main square, Driekus checked his banking app. His energy company had just taken €634.73. ‘Nearly fourteen hundred guilders in old money! Every single month!’ he cried indignantly. 




Café Hooghoudt

They walked into Café Hooghoudt, a cosy ‘brown café’ (the Dutch version of a proper old wood-panelled pub) right on the Grote Markt. The staff wear traditional black waistcoats and bow ties over white shirts. At the front there was a free corner with a view of the square, and they ordered a round of Hertog Jan. 

‘It’s just plain theft, every month,’ said Driekus, ‘and such huge amounts, in the energy province of the country, of all places!’ 

Once Driekus had a few drinks in him, he could launch into a subject again and again with great energy and a mix of fighting spirit and exaggeration, and his friends found it splendid entertainment. 

‘Ever since the peat-cutting days we’ve been milked like a colony! The Peat Colonies! The Kieldiep, right outside our front door, is a symbol of that colonialism! Our land was literally dug up, burnt, cut away and left in poverty! Me gran grew up in a sod hut, a hovel made of cut turf, while rich folk in the cities heated their houses with our peat. We want apologies and reparationses too!’

‘Here it comes,’ said Gerda, who had heard this rant before, ‘now for the gas.’

‘Aye, well, exactly,’ said Driekus, taking a greedy swig of beer and spilling it, ‘because after the peat, our land was literally sucked dry, pumped empty by the NAM, the Shell and Exxon gas outfit, and by the State. Pump away merrily, and what did we get back? Earthquakes, subsidence, cracks, denial, manipulation, wrecked farms, wrecked businesses!’ 

‘And Groningers beaten into submission by bureaucratic incompetence and obstruction! Those civil servants and politicians in the provincial government, they’re a bunch of wet blankets who just let it all happen.’

Driekus went on: ‘We should have kept the gas money ourselves long ago and seceded from the Netherlands. I even wrote a pamphlet once, er, what was it called again?’

‘Yeah, the GAS Manifesto,’ said Gezinus. ‘“Go Against the State.” About how the government is addicted to gas revenue, and how you shouldn’t give a junkie money but make him go cold turkey. You called politicians junkies to their faces.’ The rest laughed along at the harsh comparison with its kernel of truth.

‘Well, exactly, they’re addicted to excise duties, gas revenue and energy levies! And you know what, you don’t give a junkie any more money, you make him go cold turkey! We should have proclaimed the Groningen Republic,’ shouted Driekus, joking but also genuinely angry, ‘then everyone would have been as rich as...’

‘An oil sheikh!!’ Gerda and Gezinus chorused, laughing loudly, because they had heard Driekus make that remark a great many times. Berend, Driekus and Jelle roared along.

‘Well, blimey,’ said Jelle, ‘I didn’t know it was that bad here.’ 

‘It’s a right mess, lad,’ said Driekus, his voice getting louder and louder, ‘and instead of us just getting a bit of compensation in cheap energy, we’ve got the highest energy bills in the country up here, because we live in normal houses and not crammed into poky little flats like in that stinking Randstad, the big city sprawl out west, where they’ve gobbled up all our billions on civil servants and welfare and Schiphol and museums.’

‘Watch out,’ said Gerda, ‘here comes Driekus’s hobby horse.’

‘Energy leviesses!’ Driekus practically bellowed. ‘There’s more than 160% tax on the bare gas price, bloody hell, and that’s already inflated! The gas came out of the ground here for next to nothing, but with energy levies and 21% VAT on top, our hard-earned money just gets pulled straight out of our pockets!’

Gezinus backed him up: ‘You’ve really got a point, Driekus. Heating and electricity are basic necessities. On principle you shouldn’t tax them at all. 160% is antisocial. Energy tax was once meant to even things out. But they’ve pushed the rates up so far that it costs every household serious money, hundreds of euros a month they can’t spend on food, drink, hobbies, insulation, sport or culture.’

‘True,’ said Gerda, ‘energy levies undermine the purchasing power of ordinary people. There’s even energy poverty, people having to live in cold, mouldy houses. The government sets itself against the interests of citizens and businesses, even with green energy. And then you’re supposed to be grateful if you manage to claw a bit of your own money back through benefits, if that benefits system doesn’t crush you first.’

‘Pure theft, and they hand you your own money back as if it were a present, with an inefficient government skimming far too much off between the taxpayer and the benefits recipient,’ grumbled Berend, signalling to the waiter. He looked at him from under his eyebrows, raised his hand with the index finger pointing down, pointed at his little group, drew a circle and gave a thumbs up. The waiter understood the signal, nodded, and fetched another round of beer.

‘Yeah, just look at how the earthquake damage claims were handled in Groningen. Of every euro, a good seventy cents stuck to the overhead and only thirty cents ever reached the people. You can’t explain that to the taxpayer or to Groningers any more, you’d be finished,’ said Gezinus.

‘Aye, there’s plenty to criticise about the government, but a lot of Groningers are also very passive and sulky,’ said Driekus. ‘There’s a resistance, a grumpiness in them. Victimhood too. Nothing’s ever good enough. They don’t want to change anything, or renew anything. It’s too easy to keep moaning, playing Calimero (that cartoon chick who’s forever wailing that it’s not fair) and pointing at the Powers That Be, whining with your hand out. That’s just wallowing in your own misery. Do something about it yourself! But they hardly ever come up with anything themselves.’

‘Driekus, we’re paying for your drinks tonight. You’re entertaining us brilliantly and you’re simply right,’ said Jelle. The group agreed. The waiter put down glasses of fresh beer with perfect heads of foam, they toasted and were all quiet for a moment. 

Driekus felt wound up, partly from the drink, partly because his money had run out, but mostly because of the misery that generations before him had already been through. His parents, his grandparents, and his great-grandparents, who out of sheer poverty actually lived in a sod hut, where the goat stood pissing against the back of the headboard of their box bed, and that was genuinely appreciated for the bit of warmth, because the cold winter wind blew through the turf walls and babies died of the cold. 

Now, more than a hundred years later, children lie in unheated houses full of cracks, at risk of the chimney falling onto their cot. The chimney that isn’t even allowed to smoke any more, because particulates, and all that other elitist big-city whingeing. 

At the same time, Driekus also felt a great deal of warmth. Driekus could be sharp, cynical, blunt and harsh, but he also had a heart of gold. It was a fantastic summer evening, the pub was warm, and the warmth he got from these friends was almost overwhelming. Even warmth from an ice-cold Frisian, whom he so loved to make jokes about. Friendship is support, and that was what he found this evening with these people, who would all go through fire for each other. 

And bought him drinks. Also not unimportant. 

‘You lot are my best comrades. Honestly. We’ve got to stop moaning and being passive. We ought to be able to find a solution ourselves. One great big fat middle finger to The Hague. Let them look like fools for once. Let’s manage completely without them, with our own energy, so they can’t take our money any more. So we stop acting like Groningen victims and take charge of our own lives,’ he said. 

They toasted again. ‘To our own lives!’ shouted Gezinus. 

Gerda said: ‘If there’s anyone who can talk sharply and satirically about that colonialism, it’s Driekus.’ 

Jelle: ‘Yeah, just like Multatuli, the old writer who shamed the whole of Holland over its colonies. But from the Peat Colonies!’ 

‘More like Smultatuli!’ shouted Gezinus, grabbing a good handful of Driekus’s big belly. (Smullen, for the record, is Dutch for tucking in with gusto.) 

The whole group roared with laughter, and Driekus loudest of all. On to the next pub.




Café De Wolthoorn & Co

It was getting later in the evening, and the five of them spilled noisily out of Hooghoudt. ‘We’ve got to show Jelle the Kromme Elleboog,’ said Gezinus, ‘there’s some good pubs there.’

‘Kromme Elleboog?’ asked Jelle. 

‘Yeah, that’s the name of the street, the Crooked Elbow. We’ve got really weird street names here, like the Koude Gat, the Cold Hole, and the Ting Tang Alley, which is named after a bell that used to hang here for when the ships moored,’ said Gerda.

‘Ting tang, ting tang, I want beer, so drink it then, man,’ sang Gezinus off-key, who got particularly cheerful on alcohol. 

‘You could go straight on Jelle’s Frisian station,’ joked Driekus, ‘that sounds pretty Frisian!’ The little group swerved slightly to the right, towards the Zwanestraat.

Café Soestdijk was packed. Maybe five normal people would fit in there, but Driekus already struggled to push the swing doors open.

They walked on to Billiard Café De Wolthoorn. A famous café, with more than a hundred years of history.

A hundred years in which waiters in suits poured drinks, in which conversations, ideas, fun, secrets and drama played out, all of life in miniature. With art by De Ploeg, the Groningen expressionist painters, and by Olga Wiese, Jean Pierre Rawie and Driekus van Wissen. 

The clientele were getting on a bit, as was the furniture. Some of the clientele were, in effect, furniture. There were no thick crocheted doilies on the tables, but only just, and the era of billowing cigar smoke still haunted the place. 

It was here that our company took up position at the bar, got themselves served and carried on toasting. In the corner by the window sat a tall, slender, grey old man, thoughtfully enjoying a jenever, and Jelle thought he recognised him from somewhere.

‘All the plans for the city were made in this pub,’ Gerda informed them. ‘The civil servants with clout used to sit here at this bar. This was the real town hall.’ 

‘The Kremlin,’ joked Driekus, ‘the Kremlin on the Aa, because Groningen has always been run by a socialist clique. We thought we’d finally got rid of Labour, but we got D66 and GreenLeft instead, and they’re much worse, so be careful what you wish for, hahaha!’

‘It can’t be as bad as Putin, what a creepy mafia boss he is, he’s got a whole country by the throat,’ said Jelle, ‘with nuclear weapons!’

‘Hey, but nuclear energy too, and not like those stupid Germans who switched off their nuclear plants and are now by far the biggest dirty lignite burners. Their energy bills are going through the roof as well, so their economy is collapsing, and ours with it,’ said Gerda. 

‘I wouldn’t mind a nuclear power plant in the farmyard,’ Driekus fantasised. ‘Just a little one. For me own electricity. Then I’d supply energy to the whole village. What am I saying, to half of Groningen! And then we’ll laugh at The Hague and Germany and Putin, with their high gas prices and energy levies, they won’t get another cent!’

They laughed at Driekus’s wild plans. ‘Mate, do you have any idea how expensive a nuclear power plant is? It takes ten years and costs billions. You couldn’t even pay for a beer just now, never mind a nuclear power plant,’ said Gezinus.

‘I don’t want to hear what can’t be done, I want to hear what can!’ said Driekus. ‘How do we sort out a nuclear power plant? Because you can’t always rely on sun and wind, and it’s got to be green, but green hydrogen is made of rainbow-coloured unicorn farts!’

‘Then we’ll…,’ said Berend, slurring, having somehow wangled himself an extra beer, ‘…then we’ll just have to nick one.’ 

They roared with laughter so loudly that half the pub looked up.

‘Haha, give over, Berend. Nick one? A nuclear power plant?’

‘Oh yeah, sure, there’s an unused nuclear plant just over the border at Lingen, just pick it up and plonk it down in Driekus’s farmyard, hahaha.’

‘Oh wait,’ said Gerda. ‘There are mobile nuclear power plants, of course, like in an aircraft carrier, or icebreakers, or submarines. But you can’t just buy one of those, can you? Surely not?’

‘Eureka!’ cried Driekus, laughing. ‘We nick one of those nuclear submarines off the Russians and moor it in the Kieldiep! Fuck Putin, and if The Hague comes round to collect taxes, we just fire a torpedo!’

They laughed loudly. The more drink, the crazier the plans. 

Suddenly Driekus leant forward and, well and truly sloshed, joking but pretending to be serious, whispered mysteriously: 

‘Right. The five of us, we’re going to steal a nuclear submarine. Agreed?’

‘Agreed!’ they chorused, laughing at the hilarity of it. 

They toasted and dived into the endless Groningen nightlife: off on an adventure.




Chapter 3

 

The Hangover




Friday 21 June 2024, Kiel-Windeweer

 

Sunbeams shine through the gently swaying canopy of leaves and warm his face. He is lying, no, very nearly floating, in the long, waving grass of a rolling meadow, in the shade of a great old oak. Cooing maidens feed him grapes while they tenderly stroke him and sing to him. 

Bonk. 

Bonk. 

Owww. Slowly he wakes from his dream. Every heartbeat throbs painfully in Driekus’s skull, which feels too small for all the alcohol his brain seems to have soaked up. Or had it actually dried out? 

His eyes are shut, but he sees flashes of light. It is cold, yet he lies there sweating. An irritating whine rings in his ears. He gulps down a big breath.

As he blinks, the daylight in his living room stabs into his eyeballs like needles, and he can’t focus. The cushion is stuck to his cheek. Slowly, groaning, he pushes himself up off the sofa. He wipes his cheek with his sleeve and smacks his lips. It tastes of a mix of shawarma, garlic sauce, beer and whisky. 

It tastes of hangover. Old and familiar. 

‘Fuck,’ he says in a cracked voice, and swallows. It had got late in Stad. What had they done? 

As Driekus takes in his living room, fragments of the night slowly come back to him. Friends. That Frisian. Pubs. Drink. Uiltjes. Wolthoorn. Belgian beer at the Pintelier. An Old Fashioned at Mofongo. Scoring eierballen and frikandellen from the wall at De Hoek. (An eierbal is a boiled egg wrapped in ragout, breaded and deep-fried, a Groningen speciality. A frikandel is the long, dark-brown, skinless deep-fried sausage that every Dutch snack bar sells from a wall of little heated hatches, made of what exactly the Dutch prefer not to ask, and shaped, now you mention it, exactly like a submarine.) Another Old Fashioned at the Stockroom. Dancing with female students at Pakhuis, Warhol and oh no, even Shooters. Shawarma at the Caïro as well. Laughing at Gezinus’s antics.

‘Hehe,’ he blurts, and immediately regrets it, because that hurts his head.

He grabs a blanket, pulls it over himself, scratches through his tousled curls, turns over and falls back into a deep sleep, in all the peace and quiet of his farmhouse in ever-deserted Kiel-Windeweer.

‘DRIEKUS!’ 

BAM! BAM! 

He jolts upright, his tangled hair standing on end. 

‘DRIEKUS!’ 

And again someone pounds on the back door. BAM! BAM!

‘VOLLUK! ANYONE IN?’

The door to the scullery is yanked open, you hear two clogs being kicked into the corner, and someone storms in.

‘Driekus! Driekus, where are you! I’ve worked it all out!’ 

It was Berend, who came into his living room with an open laptop in one hand and a can of energy drink in the other. He talks fast and loud, tripping over his words with excitement: ‘Samara! Look, there she is!’

Driekus looks baffled. Had he brought someone home? He looks beside him. Samara? There’s nobody there. He looks up at Berend: enormous bags under his eyes, pale as a corpse, and hyperactive. He had never seen quiet Berend like this.

‘Eh, you look a right state, you do,’ says Driekus, astonished. 

‘Look, here in Sevastopol, that’s where I found her! And I know how to operate her. And how we’ll do the comms, via Starlink. And diversionary tactics with spoofing!’ 

Driekus squints at rattling Berend’s laptop and tries to focus. Dozens of windows are open, with maps, maritime tracking, diagrams, computer code and Cyrillic text, all of it unreadable to Driekus. 

‘What are you on about, man! Just let me sleep it off, I’ll pop round tomorrow or something,’ says Driekus.

‘Mate, it’s two in the afternoon, you’ve had plenty of sleep. Go and have a shower, because you stink. I’ll make you coffee, and some for me too, because I haven’t slept at all, haha!’ says Berend, taking another swig of energy drink. The smell makes Driekus feel sick.

‘Yeah, but what is this about, man!’

‘Give over, our secret project, Driekus! The nuclear submarine! It can be done!’

Driekus went quiet for a moment. Nuclear submarine? 

Submarine? Eh? Is Berend still drunk? Is he joking?

Oh blimey. That joke about stealing a submarine to generate their own green electricity. Yeah, good joke that. 

‘That was just a joke, Berend, we were drunk!’

‘What do you mean, joke? Last night we solemnly promised each other we’d do this! And look, here, I’m sure we can pull this off, the five of us together!’

‘Berend, I know you’re a bit autistic, but you mustn’t always take everything so literally, man.’

Berend got angry and started clicking through all sorts of windows, snappish and hyperactive. 

‘A promise is a promise, and I worked it all out by myself last night! Look, this is the route, and Gezinus can navigate, and I’ve found the manuals here…’

‘Manuals?’ asked Driekus, looking at Russian documents on the screen. ‘For a Russian nuclear submarine? How did you swing that?’

‘You know me, Driekus. I used to do this sort of thing. A bit of logging in and poking around.’

Driekus blinks. What’s got into Berend, and what is this insane business?

‘So you seriously want to steal a nuclear submarine from the Russians?’

‘Yes. Us. Me, Gezinus, Gerda, Jelle and you as well. A submarine frikandel, your own words, last night at De Hoek.’

‘And you’ve found one and hacked the Russian army?’

‘Yes!’

‘Hahahhahahaa!’ Driekus laughed very loudly, only to clutch his head at once: ‘Fuck, me head.’

Driekus is quiet for a moment, thinking to himself. He tries to recall last night’s plan. Yes, they did want to steal a nuclear submarine. And he spent all night working this out? That’s genuinely impressive of Berend, he’s a technical genius. What hyperfocus. But he’s mad as well. Working right through the night, and hacking Russians? That’s lethal!

‘Berend, that’s brilliant, haha, but I’m proper rough, man. You go and get some sleep, and tomorrow we’ll ask Gezinus, Gerda and, er…’

‘Jelle.’

‘Yeah, Jelle, I’m sure they’ll think your plan is great.’

‘Tomorrow 10:00! Here at yours!’

‘Yeah, fine.’

‘Yo!’ 

Berend storms out of the living room, and Driekus doesn’t get the impression he’s going to sleep. He is, though. Eyes shut for a bit. There was something about grapes. Or something about frikandellen. 




Chapter 4

 

A 

Crazy Plan




Saturday 22 June 2024, 10:00, Kiel-Windeweer

 

Driekus’s kitchen is exactly what you would expect. Spacious, with rough wooden beams across the ceiling. A worktop and kitchen cupboards from the seventies: such a violent green that after fifty years they’re hip again. Glazed, poo-brown rectangular tiles on the wall, and reddish-brown floor tiles that have certainly been there for eighty years.

The rhythmic tick of the wooden wall clock is interrupted by an orange, gurgling coffee machine.

Through the windows above the worktop you look out across the wide Groningen peatlands, and the summer morning sun streams in.

Driekus is quite obviously not one for cooking or tidying up. The freestanding microwave on the worktop is his lifeline and is covered in unidentifiable stains. Empty ready-meal packaging lies beside it. The worktop is piled with dirty dishes; the dishwasher door hangs open, and it is full. 

In the middle of the kitchen stands a big, rough oak table. Above it, hanging from a beam, is an old oil lamp with a flower-decorated glass shade and brass ornaments.

Driekus stands bent over beside the table, pouring hot coffee into a big mug. The steam curls up into his face. Oh, that smells good, fresh coffee. He feels a lot better, but to say he is fully fit again after that heavy night last Thursday, well, no. 

He pulls back a wooden chair, its legs scraping across the tiles. He drops his hefty body onto it and takes a sip of coffee. ‘Aaaahhhhh.’ 

One by one his friends come in, through the back door, because that’s how it’s done in Kiel-Windeweer. That door is never locked. Gezinus gives him a fist bump, Gerda gives him a hug, Jelle shakes his hand. They sit down and get coffee too.

Berend bustles in, again with his laptop and a can of energy drink in his hands. ‘Mornin’ all!’

‘Moiiiii.’ 

‘That was a brilliant night in Stad,’ says Gerda, ‘I laughed so hard at your antics.’ 

‘Yeah, that were grand, weren’t it!’ said Driekus. ‘And Gezinus, with his dance moves at Donovans!’

They all look at Gezinus, laughing, and he cries in mock sorrow: ‘Despite my moves, I went home without a date!’

Driekus is loving it. Reminiscing about drunken nights out with your friends. The weather is lovely, it’s Saturday, the coffee tastes good, and his best friends are at his place. Such warmth.

‘But Berend, what was so urgent that we’re all sitting here?’ asks Jelle, who is nibbling the edges off a stroopwafel. 

Berend looks up from his laptop and said: ‘Do you remember how on Thursday we were talking about generating our own energy? With a nuclear submarine?’

Gerda, Jelle and Gezinus burst out laughing. ‘Whahaha, oh yeah, that’s right!’ ‘We were going to steal a nuclear submarine!’ ‘Or an aircraft carrier!!’

Berend doesn’t laugh. He looks serious. 

Driekus nodded at the others. ‘He means it. He’s found one on Marktplaats, the Dutch eBay, and asked if they deliver.’

The group bursts out laughing again.

Berend turns his laptop around. On the screen is a Russian document with photos and diagrams of a submarine. ‘Look, that’s her. The Samara. In Sevastopol, in Crimea. A Russian Akula-class nuclear submarine.’ 

They stare at Berend open-mouthed. 

‘How did you find that, man?’ asks Gezinus.

‘Well, first through Google Maps, poking around a few naval ports, look here.’ Berend switches between windows and shows a satellite photo of a submarine in a dry dock. ‘And then I did a bit more digging with the Russians themselves…’

Jelle interrupts him: ‘With the Russians? What do you mean?’

Berend looks at Jelle and says nothing.

Driekus says: ‘Berend looks like a simple tractor mechanic, but he has a past abroad as a hacker for government agencies that he never wants to talk about.’

Berend glares at Driekus. He has already said too much. 

‘You, a hacker?’ asks Gerda. ‘You broke into the Russians’ systems? Isn’t that really dangerous?’

Berend nods. ‘I know what I’m doing and how to make myself invisible. Look, the Samara is normally based in the White Sea, and I was poking around and discovered that the Russians have smuggled her into the Black Sea because of Ukraine, and that right now they’re upgrading her in Sevastopol in the deepest secrecy. Even NATO doesn’t know.’

‘Wow, if that’s really true, that’s extremely sensitive information! You have to report that!’ said Jelle.

‘No way, we’re going to steal her!’ said Berend.

‘But Berend, that was a drunken joke!’ cries Gezinus. ‘You don’t think we actually meant it!’

‘That’s what I told him yesterday too, but apparently he’s worked out a whole plan and he’s deadly serious,’ Driekus replies.

They all go quiet and think. That was a lot of information to take in. 

Suddenly they all start babbling at once. ‘But Berend, you don’t seriously think we’re going into a war zone to steal a submarine?’ ‘What do you mean, you’re a hacker, have you actually done missions?’ ‘How are we supposed to operate a thing like that?’ ‘How on earth do we get it here into the Kieldiep!’ ‘The Russians will blow us out of the water!’ ‘What do you actually know about that Chinese nuclear sub that sank recently?’ ‘How do you think the council will react if you moor a nuclear submarine here?’ ‘Did you know the Ukrainians are shelling Sevastopol?’

Berend waits until they are quiet. Then he says: ‘Give me a chance to explain. We have an objective, and I’ve come up with a mission for it. It’s dangerous but doable. I need your knowledge and experience. Gezinus knows the maritime world and can navigate. Gerda knows everything about satellite communications and can process data. Jelle knows all about transmitters. We need Driekus for his powers of persuasion. And I know how we can operate the Samara invisibly and get her here. I need you to work out the plan further and carry it out, with three men on the mission and two in the Netherlands.’

They look at Berend with a mixture of disbelief and amusement.

Driekus says: ‘Some people are mad and brilliant at the same time, and that goes for you too, Berend Shitema. I find working out a plan like this more entertaining than watching Netflix. I’ve got nowt else to do this summer anyway. Purely in theory, I’ll help you work out this crazy plan, because at the very least I can write a hilarious blog about it, as an indictment of the energy levies. But I wouldn’t dream of going to Russia to steal a nuclear submarine.’

‘Ukraine,’ says Berend. ‘Not Russia. It’s Crimea, which belongs to Ukraine. The Russians stole it and they’re expanding their naval base there. We can make fools of them and take away their most dangerous toy.’

‘Well,’ says Gezinus, ‘rotten-to-the-core corrupt Ukraine is stuck in a proxy war between Russia and the West. For both camps it’s about the strategic grain supplies and the strategic gas pipelines. America wants to sell gas to Europe and Russia is the competition. And it’s about all those raw materials, like titanium, and lithium for batteries, which eastern Ukraine is full of. Then there’s Crimea, with its militarily strategic position in the Black Sea: if Ukraine ever joins NATO, that’s a huge problem for Russia. It’s insane how many lads on both sides are being fed into the meat grinder for all this… and yes, missiles do sometimes land on Sevastopol. The naval base headquarters has been blown up and they’ve even hit a submarine in a dock!’

‘Did you know the submarine is actually a Dutch invention?’ Gerda cuts in, before a heated political debate can break out. ‘Cornelis Drebbel from Alkmaar built one in the seventeenth century and sailed it along the Thames. I honestly think it’s really fun to dig into all this too. And Jelle will help.’ 

Jelle looks at her in surprise and laughs: ‘Haha, what an adventure. Exciting!’

Gezinus shakes his head. ‘What a lovely bunch of idiots we are. Berend, you’ve got your A-Team together! But first convince us how feasible this plan really is.’

Berend takes a big swig of energy drink and draws a deep breath. He is never talkative, but when he is passionate about a subject he can really let rip. 

‘Listen, I get that it all sounds mad, but I’ve spent the last day and a half figuring out how to do it. Look, the objective is to get a nuclear submarine into the Kieldiep, so we can generate free electricity here. Then you’ve got a few challenges to solve.’ 

He shows a presentation:

1) Identify a type of nuclear submarine that fits in the Groningen canals. The Akula class comes closest.

2) Find a nuclear submarine that is relatively easy to take over and operate. The Samara currently has a low level of security and ultra-modern autonomous navigation.

3) Get past the guards and take control of the nuclear submarine. We’re calling this Operation Whisky.

Driekus bursts out laughing. ‘Operation Whisky?’ 

Gezinus says: ‘Then call it Operation Sub-Frikandel! Or Operation Broccoli!’ 

The others laugh.

4) Navigate the submarine unseen and safely from the Black Sea to Groningen. The autonomous navigation systems will help, and we’ll arrange our own communications. 

‘It looks so simple when you read it like that,’ says Jelle.

Berend: ‘I ran all the top-secret Russian documents through a translator. The Samara had been laid up for ages in Severodvinsk on the White Sea, waiting for some unknown upgrade. She was supposed to sail the Pacific again last year, but that never happened and she seemed to have vanished. There was speculation that she’d even been scrapped. I found out that the Samara is secretly in Sevastopol right now for an upgrade with lithium batteries. They have a better energy-to-weight and energy-to-volume ratio. Like Gezinus rightly says, there’s plenty of lithium in Ukraine, but because of the war they can’t get it into Russia. Another advantage of the new batteries is that no acid sloshes out when you sail at a steep angle. The Samara is also getting top-secret Chinese technology for autonomous underwater navigation, think Tesla’s Autopilot, but deep underwater and with torpedoes. The Russians want to use the Samara against Ukraine, for example to block cargo ships carrying grain and military equipment.’

The four listen with rapt attention. Berend continues:

‘Because they smuggled the Samara into the Black Sea in total secrecy, she’s lying just outside the official naval port, and precisely because of all that secrecy the physical security isn’t very tight. Nobody’s supposed to know about her. We need to come up with a ruse to distract the guards and chase the maintenance crew off the boat. And maybe most important of all: they’ve practically finished the autonomy technology, but they haven’t installed the new communications equipment yet. She’s practically invisible, even to the Russians.’

Berend goes on: ‘With your know-how we should be able to set up our own communications. Driekus, Gezinus and I steal and operate the boat, and Gerda and Jelle stay here to feed us intel. And I’ll hack the GPS, GLONASS and AIS systems on board, so they genuinely have no idea where we are.’

The four listen silently to Berend as he goes deeper and deeper into how the security systems work, how the nuclear reactor works, how you operate the nuclear submarine, how you navigate. They try to understand all the acronyms and terminology, write out plans, break all the big problems down into small, manageable challenges, and brainstorm possible solutions for hours.

Evening falls. Driekus says: ‘Right, we’ll have to work on this for many more days, but I’m starving now, you lot too? Shall I get food from Shalom, the shawarma place, or do you fancy a Chinese from the Kersenbloesem?’




Chapter 5

 

The Bet




Thursday 27 June 2024, Kiel-Windeweer

 

Berend had been worried about their digital security. Five people searching the internet for security systems, nuclear submarines and naval ports do not go unnoticed. Certainly not when you start forcing your way into highly secret, heavily guarded systems. 

Straight after their kitchen session he bought a Starlink dish with an anonymous prepaid credit card, so they could get online without going through the telecom companies.

He had the satellite receiver delivered to their favourite campsite in Appelscha, where they go every summer. That way they were anonymous and untraceable, with their fast satellite internet connection. 

In the barn at Driekus’s farm in Kiel-Windeweer stood an old caravan, a Fendt, model Große Fahrt, which Berend found hilarious: Driekus was a massive John Deere fan, and yet he had a Fendt in his barn. (Fendt being better known for its tractors, John Deere’s arch-rivals.)

‘Fendt makes good caravans,’ Driekus quipped.

They had decided this would be their secret headquarters. Driekus had mounted the Starlink receiver on the roof of his barn and run a cable to the caravan. 

The five of them sit crammed in that cramped old caravan, behind brand-new laptops and big screens that Berend had brought along. It was a comically contradictory sight: a clapped-out, musty caravan with yellowed net curtains, little orange curtains, orange seventies cupboard doors and orange fabric benches with brown and yellow stripes, stuffed full of modern computer screens. Because of the heat and the noise, Berend had put a server rack full of equipment behind the caravan, and for lack of space the fifth person had to work in the sleeping compartment.

‘We do nothing in the cloud, we use no AIs, and this is clean equipment. You are absolutely not allowed to bring your own phones or other devices in here, and never log in personally or look up anything personal on this equipment, other than for our mission. You may only search in English, otherwise they’ll see straight away that we’re Dutch, so all the systems are set to English as well. The Russians are not to be trifled with, don’t underestimate them!’ Berend impresses on them.

‘I’ve also set up a separate DNS service, and chained several VPN services together that place us at random in other locations. We have firewalls and a few other measures, but I don’t want to say any more about our security, I’m keeping that secret. Let’s just say that you yourselves are the biggest risk, if you leave private information lying around anywhere.’ Gerda understands a lot of what he says, but Driekus, Gezinus and Jelle lost him long ago, with all his technical terms. 

To the great hilarity of the others, Berend has named the Starlink wifi ‘Smultatuli’. ‘For Driekus, our Smultatuli, the adventurous, winning, voluminous and weighty champion against society’s straitjackets, against the coercion of the state with its antisocial energy levies, and against the injustices in the exploited Peat Colonies!’ Berend had cried.

Driekus rubs his belly and said: ‘This straitjacket could do with another bite to eat!’

Gerda laughs and says: ‘He’s a special lad, is Driekus, he is.’




Thursday 18 July 2024, Kiel-Windeweer

 

Over the past three weeks they had expanded their research from the caravan. Research into water temperatures, underwater geography, satellite communications, the surroundings of Sevastopol and its security, the operation of the nuclear propulsion, the submarine autopilot manual, sonar systems, GPS and GLONASS. A lot of information could be found publicly. And what they couldn’t find, Berend dug up. It was astonishing, and frightening too, how easily he managed to find systems and break into them. The secret documents he had found were a rich source of documentation.

‘What a wonderful way to pass the time, this holiday,’ says Jelle. ‘I’m actually hugely impressed by your ingenuity. This has turned into a really good plan!’

‘Where there’s a will, there’s a way,’ Driekus replied. ‘I’m going to write up this whole story as a blog later, and use it as a well-founded indictment of energy policy and how our region has been systematically exploited.’

‘Gerda is the only one of our group with a decent job, and that’s with the government,’ says Driekus. ‘The rest of us are scraping by. I mean, as a broccoli farmer you’ve got plenty of capital, but it all belongs to the bank, and at the end of the month there’s precious little left, I can tell you. Gezinus only earns money when he can get out to sea, and that’s not always. Berend here could of course earn a fortune with his know-how, but then you’d have to go into crime, or do dirty jobs for the secret services. And you, Jelle, how much do you earn with your amateur station?’

‘Nothing, of course,’ says Jelle. ‘It’s purely a hobby. I do jobs building radio transmitters and masts, but for a long time I couldn’t even work in part of Friesland because Burum was in the way.’ 

‘Oh yeah, that’s with all those eavesdropping dishes! Because of Burum, the big satellite listening station, for ages you weren’t even allowed to use 5G north of Zwolle, because otherwise we couldn’t listen in on satellite phones in Iraq and Afghanistan any more,’ laughed Berend. ‘But that’s being sorted.’

‘All our work mustn’t be for nothing,’ says Gerda. ‘We need to do more than just Driekus writing a blog. In Multatuli’s day a book still worked as an indictment. These days you really have to do more: make a film of it, and put it on X and Insta and TikTok and Netflix. That’s where revolutions happen these days!’

‘We should just actually do this,’ says Berend. ‘Our plan is so good. Risky, but it can be done. You know, even if we only steal that submarine for one hour. That would be amazing! A middle finger to the Russians, and worldwide attention for cheap energy!’

‘Yeah, and then get tortured, or drown alive?’ says Gezinus. ‘No way, then we really go for the win. The Samara has to end up in the Kieldiep!’

Driekus is hot. He manoeuvres his hefty body through the cramped caravan, takes a fan out of a cupboard and switches it on. He takes cans of cola out of the little fridge and hands them round. 

He muses to himself. ‘What are we actually doing? It’s great fun working out a crazy plan like this down to the last detail. But what good is it to us? Berend would leave for Crimea today to carry out the plan. But it’s extremely illegal and deadly dangerous.’ 

The enormous responsibility of this crazy plan begins to sink in. ‘We’re not just sitting here discussing a Netflix film.’ The risk of torture, death or an international manhunt only now really hits him.

He looks at all the plans and diagrams and timelines. He looks at his friends. Funny, tough cousin Gezinus. Brilliant but bonkers Berend. Clever Gerda. And, admittedly, for a Frisian, Jelle is simply a thoroughly decent bloke too. 

‘Listen, Berend,’ he says, putting his can of cola down on the little caravan table. ‘You’ve managed to find extremely sensitive information. We’ve worked out a genuinely brilliant plan. It’s been a really cool time. And I think it could actually work, especially with this team. But you do understand how bizarre this is? The danger we’re putting ourselves in? What if we get caught? Or drown? Shouldn’t you just share this info with NATO, and then we just sit here safely drinking beer?’

Gezinus nods in agreement. ‘I love adventure, but this is a bit different from going to an illegal nightclub in Beirut, running a Frisian-language pirate station or managing a satirical Twitter account. These are the Russians. This is a floating nuclear bomb.’

Gerda looks at the four men with concern. She finds her job deadly dull, and this is adventure. The sneakiest thing she had ever done was when she was nineteen and in love, and went with her boyfriend to the Zolder in Stad to smoke a joint. She had been sick as a dog afterwards, but perhaps that was also because she had drunk a lot of beer. She had thrown up in the Papengang alley and left out of shame, and had avoided all contact with that boy ever since. A shame, because he had been really nice. 

She sighs and looks at her friends one by one. She knows the chances are slim that they will really do it and that it will work, but something in her can’t let go of this plan. ‘Look, I get it, honestly. This is deadly dangerous. But precisely because it’s so absurd, because nobody would ever expect it, we stand a chance. And if we succeed, we can show that we Groningers won’t be exploited any more.’ 

‘This is our chance to finally take control of our lives, and for the generations after us. Because what’s going to change if we do nothing? Do you think it’s over now the gas extraction in Groningen has stopped? What about Meeden?’

‘Bloody hell, Meeden, yes!’ cries Driekus. ‘Those gigantic wind turbines rammed down the residents’ throats there! Right in between their houses! The province leaving its own people in the lurch. The minister brushing aside all democratic say by designating the turbines under the emergency crisis and recovery act! That whole village has been torn apart. The farmers who made money from the turbines on their land were chased out of the football club canteen by their fellow villagers, people even dumped asbestos and scrap metal on the farmers’ fields to sabotage the tractors and machines! The National Coordinator for Counterterrorism talked about terrorism from Meeden. But who’s the real terrorist here? This is exactly how The Hague always treats us: with peat, with gas and with wind. And we just keep paying energy levies!’

Apart from Jelle, they all recognised this frustration. Their parents, forefathers and great-grandparents, whole generations trying to scramble up from the sod huts, had been kept down. How could their beautiful Groningen ever grow stronger if Groningers let themselves be pushed around like this and kept behaving like hand-out Calimeros? 

‘We can make fools of Russia and give The Hague a cigar from its own box, as we say in Dutch,’ says Berend.

‘An underwater cigar from a Russian box,’ Gezinus jokes. ‘Bill Clinton would be proud of us!’

The group laughs. But the pain of generations of poverty, the feeling of having their hard-earned money stolen through scandalous energy levies, in a region ravaged by energy extraction: that, they feel deeply.

Another silence falls. But it is a different silence, full of ideas, full of frustration. Everyone knows this is no longer a fun little hobby-espionage session. This is the moment when something big and crazy is decided.

Driekus leans forward and looks at them all, one by one. ‘So what do you say? Are we doing it?’

The others look back, their faces a mixture of fear and excitement. They all know they are about to do something stupid and grand. But also something that can make a real difference. Something they have felt simmering and gnawing all their lives, without knowing how to express it. An invisible peat fire smouldering underground that suddenly bursts into flame.

‘I say yes,’ says Berend without hesitation.

‘Let’s teach those Russians a lesson,’ says Gezinus with a grin.

Gerda nods, looking at Jelle. ‘We’re in.’

Driekus looks at them all and feels a sudden calm come over him. This is no longer a joke. This is serious. 

‘Okay,’ he says slowly. ‘We’re mad. This is incredibly dangerous. A choice like this is impossible to make. You know what? We’ll make a bet. We’ll let the municipality of Midden-Groningen decide whether we do it or not. We’ll ask whether you need a permit to moor a nuclear submarine here outside the front door.’

Driekus thought to himself: ‘Of course the council won’t give us a permit. Then we’re nicely rid of this crazy plan and it stays a hilarious story.’ 

‘If yes: then we leave it at that, a brilliant joke with a nice plan.’

‘And if no permit is needed: then we go on an adventure! On a Große Fahrt, a grand voyage. Deal?’

‘Deal!’ they chorus, laughing at the absurd idea of applying for a mooring permit for a nuclear submarine they want to steal from the Russians, and letting everything depend on it. 

[image: ]

The original email exchange with the municipality of Midden-Groningen, in translation:

From: Driekus. Sent: Thursday 18 July 2024, 14:13. To: Permits, Municipality of Midden-Groningen. Subject: permits needed for boat?

Dear council, is it possible to put a boat in the Kieldiep? Are permits required for that? And does it make any difference whether it concerns a submarine or another kind of boat, with a small reactor on board? Thanks in advance, Driekus, Kiel-Windeweer.

Reply, 6 August 2024. Dear Driekus, according to the municipal bylaws it is permitted to put a boat in place without a permit. However, could you explain to me why you want to put a submarine in the Kieldiep? Could you also send the dimensions and a photo of the submarine or boat to be placed? Kind regards, Mr [name redacted], Front Office, Permits and Enforcement, Municipality of Midden-Groningen.




Chapter 6

 

The Fisherman




Wednesday 6 November 2024, 23:34, Sevastopol, Crimea

 

Alexei Durov takes a swig from the bottle of cloudy vodka, shuffles his chair closer to the rusty electric heater, pulls his coat tighter around him and takes a drag on the cigarette he holds between his yellowed thumb and forefinger. 

The chill of the Crimean night had seeped into his body. The guardhouse is a draughty, rotting wooden hut, here on the quay of Sevastopol’s rusting harbour. 

Together with his three fellow guards he is stuck in a dull, dead-end posting. For weeks they’ve been bored out of their minds on this rusty quay, guarding some nuclear submarine they’re not even allowed to set foot in. 

Now that the heater is on, the windows steam up. Their coats stink of damp, vodka, cigarettes and sweat. The typical harbour smell of sea, oil and rust doesn’t help. They don’t even have a TV. 

‘If that sub had been in the naval port, we’d at least be sitting in a warm shed instead of this dump,’ he thinks. 

Why that gigantic thing had to be moored here, of all places, nobody had told him. He had been given limited orders: ‘Guard that thing with your life. Only technicians with the highest security clearance may enter the submarine.’

By day it is a constant coming and going of lorries, crates and equipment. It was his job to check all of it. ‘It’s bound to be nice and warm inside that boat,’ he thinks, jealous of the two technicians who are probably sleeping in total comfort in there and getting better food than they do.

He had expected more excitement and action from the army. Admittedly, you really don’t want to be at the front, and six months ago American missiles struck nearby, people were killed, the headquarters was hit, and two ships, but lately absolutely nothing had happened here. ‘You can die of boredom too,’ he thinks.

He takes another swig of vodka, pulls a face, and says hoarsely to his comrades: ‘It’s rotgut, but at least it’s something. No wages for weeks, the food is bad, but it could always be worse. Remember when we even drank the hand sanitiser at the barracks, because it had alcohol in it?’ The two men at his table snigger without looking up from their cards. 

‘Commander,’ comes the voice of Oleg, his youngest guard. Oleg was on lookout. A routine job, because nothing ever happened. Oleg peers across the harbour through binoculars. ‘Commander, I see something. There’s something floating out there.’

Cross-eyed but zealous Oleg had raised false alarms before. Driftwood, those times. Or rubbish. Alexei doesn’t look up from his cards, picks out the nine of spades, tosses it on the table and says: ‘That’ll be the delivery guy with my dinner. I just ordered online from The UGOL.’ 

The others laugh loudly. They had no money at all to order food. And they know The UGOL. There on the corner, on the rare occasions their wages did come through, they ate steak or grilled burgers and ordered beer (they even had Guinness), sat on stools at high tables watching sport on the screens, bored, or tried to chat up the local young women, which never really worked. 

But Oleg says: ‘No, look, it looks like a boat.’ With a sigh Alexei throws his cards on the table, gets up, walks over to Oleg and roughly snatches the binoculars off him.

He peers across the water through the lenses. In the pale light of the moon there is indeed a fishing boat drifting. A slight tension runs through Alexei’s body and he thinks. ‘A fishing boat isn’t exactly a military threat. But what’s it doing here in the middle of the night? With no lights? That is suspicious.’

‘Okay, men, into the boat, we’re going over there!’ shouted Alexei. ‘Action at last! Worst case, we’ll be eating fish later.’ The two other men throw down their cards and grab their machine guns, and the four of them run to their patrol boat. 

‘Hurry up, damn it!’ Alexei barks at Oleg, who is clumsily untying the ropes from the quay while Alexei starts the heavy engine. Spluttering, coughing and stuttering, it comes to life. Alexei rams the throttle forward and the other men only just manage to hold on as the boat shoots off, roughly splitting the calm water. 

They approach the fishing boat and Oleg switches on the searchlight. The fishing boat appears to have been abandoned and to be adrift, because it bobs silently in the middle of the harbour. The two other men grab their machine guns while Alexei brings the patrol boat alongside the fishing boat, and Oleg hooks on. The sound of lapping waves and of rubber against metal.

The men shout: ‘Navy! Harbour guard! Hands up!’ and jump aboard. Two run forward, their boots stamping on the metal, and two secure the aft deck. Nobody. Alexei draws his pistol, walks to the wheelhouse and looks inside. 

On the filthy floor, among empty bottles, a fat drunken fisherman lies on his side. The place stinks of old fish, alcohol and diesel. The fisherman doesn’t even look up and only mumbles a little under his breath.

‘Hey, you there! Get up!’ shouts Alexei. The fisherman doesn’t react. It almost sounds as if he is humming some sea shanty. Alexei kicks the fisherman in the stomach. The man groans a little, but that is his only reaction.

Driekus doesn’t understand a word of Russian. All the more does he feel the language of the hard jab of the boot in his stomach. The pain is sharp, but he swallows his cry and grunts. This is the most frightening moment of his life. He mustn’t let it fail. His heart is pounding, or is it still beating at all? His eyes are closed, but he takes in every sound and smell intensely. 

‘Will they kick me to death or shoot me?’ The tension is extreme. Those few swigs of whisky he had just taken had helped his nerves a bit at first, but now the alcohol and the fear are screaming through his body together, a violent cocktail of pure stress. 

‘Hey, bastard! Wake up! Identify yourself!’ Alexei swears and kicks the fat, stinking fisherman again. The fisherman groans a little again, retches and mumbles on, sunk deep in his delirium.

That retching is not an act. The kick and the tension are making Driekus horribly nauseous. He is sweating and starting to tremble with fear. It was a stupid plan. Why had he let himself be talked into this! He could have just stayed home, in safe Kiel-Windeweer. Or in a warm pub in 050. Or in the arms of a soft, warm woman. Why does he always go looking for thrills? 

With a metallic click, Alexei releases the safety catch of his pistol and takes aim.

‘No use regretting it now,’ thinks Driekus. ‘This is it. The end…’ 

‘Alexei!’ shouts Oleg. ‘Look! Come quick! I’ve found something!’ Alexei looks at the paralytic fisherman, raises his pistol, clicks the safety back on, turns and walks outside. There stands Oleg by an open hatch, shining his torch inside. The hold is full of fish. Oleg pushes some fish aside and cardboard boxes appear. ‘Look!’

Together they lift a box out of the hold. Oleg takes a big knife and cuts through the plastic tape. He pulls the cardboard flaps aside and shines his torch on the contents: luxurious dark-blue presentation boxes with gold lettering: ‘Lagavulin 16’. 

Dozens of boxes of the luxury Scotch whisky come out of the hold. ‘This must be really expensive whisky! Stupid fisherman! Thought he’d have a taste of his own contraband! Haha!’

Alexei pulls a bottle out of a box, takes Oleg’s knife, slices open the capsule on top, pulls out the cork, puts the bottle of amber liquid to his lips and tastes something he has never tasted before. What a world of difference from that filthy vodka. What a wonderful sweet, spicy, smoky flavour. 

His day was made, just like that. This made up for all those weeks of boredom and cold. They had stumbled on good drink, and on a very lucrative little sideline! They could certainly sell this to the local bars, buy steaks and treat women to drinks. He shares the bottle with the other men, who cheer enthusiastically and take big swigs.

‘Come on, transfer everything!’ he orders his team. The men lift all the boxes into their own boat.

They walk back to the drunken fisherman. They look at him and point their machine guns at him.

The guards confer heatedly. Driekus understands none of it. All he sees are the barrels of the machine guns pointed at him, and he can hardly bear it. The men bark at each other, clearly arguing about what to do with him. The plan to let them steal the drink has worked. But if they shoot him now, it will all have been for nothing. Then the whole plan still ends up in the water.

‘What do we do with this idiot?’ asks Oleg, pointing at the drunken, stinking man, who is still lying there mumbling in a semi-coma among the empty bottles of Lagavulin. By now it even smells as if he has let something go. ‘Shoot him?’

Oleg searches him for papers and finds a little wad of roubles in his trouser pocket. ‘Some wages after all,’ Oleg jokes. ‘Hand it over,’ barks Alexei. ‘We sell the goods, half is for me, and the other half is for you lot.’

The men walk away from him, out onto the deck, and Driekus hears them start their boat. They’re leaving! Has it really worked?

But his own boat starts moving too. They’re towing him. ‘To the shore? And then what? Interrogation? Torture? Fuck! Should I jump overboard?’

They don’t head back, though, but out towards the sea. 

‘We’ll leave him bobbing out here. Let this drunk wake up with two hangovers tomorrow. Serves him right for helping himself to his own goods!’ shouts Alexei. They untie the fishing boat, hurl abuse at the fisherman and head back with their loot to their guard post. 



Driekus hears them sail away, shouting at first, then enthusing about their find. He drifts, soaked in sweat, adrift on the Black Sea. Phewww. 
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Opposite the quay where the Samara lies, two men are lying flat on their stomachs, hidden among bushes, cloaked in the shadows of trees, so that not even the moonlight reaches them.

The air is chilly, and the cold ground draws the warmth from their bones. Yet they cannot move; any movement could be fatal. They would be discovered and shot. Or worse.

Through their binoculars Berend and Gezinus have watched the whole spectacle at the Samara: the discovery of the fishing boat, the guards heading out to it, taking the boxes and towing the boat away.

At last they see the patrol boat return. ‘Where on earth have they been? How’s Driekus?’ whispers Berend. ‘Heard anything yet?’ 

‘No, nothing yet. I hope they haven’t got him,’ whispers Gezinus.

The men wait tensely as the patrol boat moors at the quay again. In the distance they see the four guards. They are hauling boxes up the quay and into their guard hut. No sign of Driekus.

‘What if they’ve sunk him?’ 

‘Nah, he’ll float.’

‘Mate. This is no joke.’

At that moment Gezinus hears three clicks in his earpiece. And three more. That was what he had been waiting for.

‘Driekus is okay and on his way to the bay.’

A sigh of relief from the two friends. They turn their attention back to the other side.

There they see the guards in their hut, eagerly uncorking bottles of whisky and putting them to their lips. They are clearly having a great time. Despite the distance they can hear the men talking in Russian, their excited voices carrying across the water.

The men are singing songs. It takes a good two hours before the hut finally seems to go quiet. Through the steamed-up windows, no more shadows can be seen moving. The only sound is water lapping against the quay.

‘Do you reckon they’re finally out cold?’

‘I think so. Quick, to the bay!’

The men hurry silently through the dark to a small bay just outside the harbour where the Samara lies. The fishing boat is already bobbing in the bay. On the little beach they find Driekus and their rubber dinghy, full of big black bags. Driekus is hastily and laboriously squeezing his hefty body into his scuba gear, grumbling as he does, which brings a smile to the faces of the other two. 

‘Pfff, good to see you, Driekus! How did it go?’ whispers Berend.

‘No time for that now, we have to go. Put your flippers on and your mask,’ says Driekus. 

He didn’t feel like telling them how frightened he had been, how he had literally wet himself. Besides, they really were right on schedule. Part two of the plan was now! Go!

They climb into the rubber dinghy, Gezinus switches on the electric motor, and almost silently the three men head for the harbour. Towards their goal: the Samara.



As soon as they enter the harbour, Gezinus switches off the motor. They lower themselves into the water, which feels surprisingly warm compared with the cold air.

The harbour water stinks of oil, rotten fish and rubbish, maybe even sewage. They try to keep their mouths above the water. Quietly they swim on, dragging their dinghy behind them, and it is heavy going. The Samara slowly draws closer. 

‘She’s enormous! And we’re taking that with us!’ whispers Berend.

Gezinus’s thoughts dart back and forth as he swims. He is used to adventure, having sailed all over the world since he was sixteen, unafraid of water or foreign countries and other cultures. He realises that the Netherlands is one of the safest countries in the world.

Berend feels guilty. ‘I caused all this, with my naive enthusiasm. Driekus nearly died. We shouldn’t have drawn lots, I should just have sat on that fishing boat myself. And if we carry on now, there really is no way back…’ 

He looks at his friends. They seem determined. That gives him courage. What does that submarine really look like inside? Will all the systems be as he had read up on and prepared for? What if he can’t get the war machine going? What then?

Driekus pants and thinks: ‘What if the guards aren’t drunk and out cold after all… it only takes one of them paying a bit of attention. That one was a proper cold-hearted bastard. They’ll shoot from the quay without warning. Or maybe there’s more security than we know about, and then we’re still done for. And what about those rumours that the Russians use dolphins with bombs against divers?’

He pushes the thoughts out of his head. ‘Concentrate, Driekus, concentrate.’ The swimming is hard enough as it is. He pants and puffs and tries desperately not to make a sound. They have to be quick now. Keep swimming!

The adrenaline does help. The fear of a moment ago turns into a feeling of strength. He had pulled that off rather nicely, hadn’t he. The consignment of Lagavulin, that old fishing boat. Everything is for sale here, it turns out. And he had lured those Russians in and they had fallen for it! Ha! And he’s still alive, and he’s here with his very best friends, in Russian-occupied Crimea, to steal a nuclear submarine. Ha! Grand! 

Without a sound they swim on, looking at the Samara. How big she is. Gigantic. Oh Jesus. What on earth are they doing?

They swim alongside the quay, right under the guardhouse. Suddenly they hear banging coming from the hut. They stop, hold their breath and look on in fear. 

One of the guards stumbles out of the hut. He kneels, puts his hands on the ground and throws up. The revolting sound of his retching booms across the harbour. Then the man rolls over, falls flat on the quay, and just lies there. 

To the friends it feels like an eternity as they wait to see whether any more sound will follow. But it stays quiet.

‘That’s what you get for drinking Lagavulin on an empty stomach,’ whispers Driekus. ‘Always eat something first, kale stew or a shawarma,’ while the other two stare at him, bewildered and furious, to tell him to shut up.




Chapter 7

 

Hey Samara
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The steel ladder rungs feel cold against their bare feet and hands. Without making a sound, they try to squeeze down through the narrow passage with their heavy bags as fast as they can.

Water drips from their wetsuits onto the floor of the Samara’s red-lit belly below them.

Berend lowers his heavy bags to the floor and steps silently onto the deck of the control room. 

Heart pounding, he looks around. Nobody. He catches Gezinus’s and Driekus’s bags, and they quickly climb down too.

‘So here you are, just like that, in total secrecy, inside one of the scariest weapons in the world, a Russian nuclear submarine, in your sopping-wet suit,’ whispers Gezinus as they look around.

The control room is a low, square space of about ten metres by ten. You would expect everything in a modernised submarine to look sleek and ultra-modern, but everything turns out to be hugely dated, far worse than they had imagined. 

All that steel is rough and coarsely painted. Ceilings and walls are a tangle of thick and thin pipes, brightly coloured shut-off valves and cables, hundreds of thick cables. Everything is fixed with fat rusty bolts.

Not a centimetre of wall is left unused. Everything is packed with yellow, grey, green and white equipment cabinets full of ancient monitors, analogue gauges and chunky knobs, labelled in Cyrillic.

From the colours, sizes and finishes you can clearly tell that the various cabinets, consoles and systems come from different suppliers. It looks like a thrown-together jumble of kit. 

The oldest installations are yellowed from cigarette smoke. Bizarre to think that deep underwater, in a cramped submarine with little fresh air, people actually smoked. 

Almost everything matches the photos, diagrams and documentation they had studied at length and committed to memory. For weeks they had gone over the compartments and the layout of the systems, the screens and the buttons, translating them and reciting them together.

They recognise a group of systems for steering, a group for propulsion, a unit for monitoring and sonar, and a section for launching torpedoes and other instruments of war. Behind all the consoles stand fabric chairs for the crew. The fabric is worn, and in several places yellow foam pokes out.

In the cabinets where the communications screens and buttons should normally be, they see deep holes. Hundreds of wires and plugs stick out of them. 

Gezinus whispers: ‘So Berend’s information was right. The Samara’s nearly finished, nearly ready for a secret mission, apart from the new communications systems.’

The sight of the frighteningly old-fashioned equipment is a stark contrast with a large, new square workstation island in the middle of the room, an island whose top is one gigantic modern touchscreen. 

The emblem of the Russian Navy glides calmly across the screen like a screensaver: two golden anchors in a laurel wreath, crowned by a double-headed eagle, with a red shield showing a knight on horseback above a slain dragon.
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Berend pulls a screwdriver and a laptop out of his bag, unscrews a metal door at the bottom of the digital island and whispers: ‘Lads, no time to change, I’m going to boot up the systems. We need to be gone within 30 minutes!’

Driekus whispers: ‘Gezinus, you check forward, I’ll check aft, make sure there’s really nobody left behind!’

He checks the systems room on the deck below the control room. Even more cabinets, systems, little lights, switches and a tangle of cables and pipes. If someone had told him this was a submarine from the 1940s, he would have believed it at once.

It is actually bizarre that it took some 75 men to operate a nuclear submarine. Half resting, the other half working. Six hours on, six hours off. Twice a day. Literally sleeping between the torpedoes, on tiny bunks. 

There is someone who operates both electric motors by hand. Someone who keeps an eye on the batteries. Another who runs the diesel engine, and then a crew for the nuclear reactor. Someone else who has to compensate the litres of water ballast by hand for however much diesel is burnt. Someone who manages the depth setting. Air purification, pumps, radar, sonar, radio, microphones, sensors, valves, heating, cooling, torpedoes: everything was done by hand.

Driekus climbs up, walks to the heavy watertight metal hatch at the back of the control room and pulls it open. He peers inside. It is pitch dark. 



‘What if there’s still a Russian hidden somewhere, with a gun,’ he thinks. He shines his torch inside, sees nobody, and steps through the opening in his wet suit. 

These are the crew’s quarters. There is even carpet here. It smells like old, musty hotel rooms that are never aired: sweat and sleep. 

Driekus shines his torch into every corner and checks the quarters. On either side are dozens of bunk beds with thin, yellowed, stained mattresses, or with blue tarpaulins over them.

Behind every grubby little curtain someone could be sitting, ready to shoot him down. 

He runs his fingers along the walls. It is plastic wood veneer, and the glue is already coming loose in many places. 

‘Hurry up, Berend, get the lights on, I’m a shining target,’ he whispers, as he quickly searches every bunk. On two beds he finds sleeping bags, and there are two rucksacks. 

Driekus thinks. ‘Okay, those were left behind by the two mechanics we grabbed, so there probably aren’t any more people on board. Probably.’ 

‘Found belongings of two crew members,’ he whispers over their earpieces. 

Driekus creeps quickly on. At the back of the space is a larger room that looks like the captain’s cabin. Quietly he slides the door open and shines his torch inside. 

Suddenly bright white light flickers and Driekus hears a thudding noise. He jumps and recoils. It turns out to be flickering fluorescent tubes; the noise is the starters. A few of the tubes keep flickering and buzzing. 

‘And there was light,’ he hears Berend say in his earpiece. ‘Pffff, check, crew deck is clear,’ Driekus whispers back. His heart is still pounding in his throat.

‘Confirmatory,’ he hears Gezinus say. ‘Torpedo deck clear. Sadly no torpedoes or nuclear missiles on board.’

‘Gezinus is being funny again,’ thinks Driekus. ‘Berend knew there are no weapons on board during maintenance. Just imagine there was a Russian nuclear missile on board after all. We really don’t want one of those in Kiel-Windeweer.’

Unlike the crew quarters, the walls of the captain’s cabin are panelled in real wood. Bookcases full of files and a few Russian books. Literature and enormous piles of manuals that Driekus can’t read. 

In the corner stands a wooden desk with a dark-green leather top. Old telephones hang on the wall, and on the desk lie the cables of a computer, but the computer itself is gone. You can still see the imprints of the device’s rubber feet in the leather. In the corner, a heavy old safe. Locked. ‘Could the launch codes be in there?’
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‘No time to nose around.’ Driekus turns and hurries to the lower deck. Here is something that passes for a canteen, at least as shabby, with the same ugly wood veneer on the walls, wood-effect linoleum on the floor, and tables with sticky plastic tablecloths. The fabric-covered wooden chairs in typically Russian patterns stand higgledy-piggledy around the room. It is deserted. The air is stuffy. A painting of Lenin hangs crooked on the wall. A scale model of the Samara stands in a display case. The harsh, trembling fluorescent light doesn’t make the atmosphere any cosier.

Behind it is the galley, a small, sparse space with steel fittings and a door to the provisions store with a large cold room. Not a soul to be seen, but to Driekus’s great joy there are years’ worth of food supplies. 

‘Found the grub,’ he whispers to his friends, relieved. They had brought rations, but the prospect of a whole week of nothing but water, crackers and dried fruit had perhaps been the biggest hurdle he had dreaded about this mission.

At the back of the lower deck he finds a badly outdated bathroom, with brown tiles, dirty washbasins and even dirtier toilets. Carefully he pulls aside a mouldy shower curtain. Nobody. 

‘The changing rooms at our football club are filthy, but this is far worse,’ thinks Driekus. ‘Imagine having to live for months with seventy stinking men in this floating coffin, with no daylight and no fresh air.’ 
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He climbs back up to check the next compartment. Above another watertight hatch hangs a large orange sign with a circle and triangles: the international symbol for radiation hazard. This is the reactor compartment!

With great effort he turns the heavy hatch open. It is even thicker, and lined with lead on the inside. ‘Shit, forgot,’ says Driekus, quickly pushes the hatch shut again, puts his bag on the floor and unzips it. He rummages for a Geiger counter, takes it out and switches it on. The device starts to produce a soft clicking hiss, and luckily the analogue needle barely moves.

He pulls the hatch open again and peers cautiously inside. The space is brightly lit. Nobody. Driekus steps inside and looks around. The counter stays calm. Pfff.

This room is a gigantic knot of pipes, power lines and yellow control panels with big black rotary switches, push buttons, pressure gauges and analogue meters. A single digital screen has only recently been installed, and its cabling has been taped to other lines with gaffer tape as a makeshift job.

His head spins. Thoughts shoot through his mind: ‘How in God’s name are we supposed to get a system like this running and operate it? Everything’s in Russian. What if the documentation is wrong and we end up sitting on a sinking atom bomb we can’t control?’

At the side of the room is a heavy hatch with a light box above it showing that same symbol again: radiation hazard. The light is off. He turns the hatch open, looks down and holds the Geiger counter into the space. The device crackles on calmly. 
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Driekus lowers himself down and is now standing on the lower nuclear deck, in a narrow passage in front of a big metal wall about nine metres long: behind it sits the reactor. To the left and right of a hermetically sealed door hang various switch cabinets. The door is secured with a chain lock. ‘As if I was planning on going in there,’ thinks Driekus. He rattles the chain. Solid. Very good.

He walks towards the door. The Geiger counter crackles a little more enthusiastically but stays within the limits. He peers in through a small pane of glass in the door. The glass is at least twenty centimetres thick. ‘Hopefully there’s plenty of lead in this glass or something,’ he thinks. 

Through the glass he sees the reactor. There is the core. Which can deliver so much green energy that half the province of Groningen could have free electricity. Luckily this system looks a lot neater and more precise than the rest of this submarine. Gleaming steel pipes, valves on top of and all around a very large, gleaming vessel. 

‘Aren’t humans clever. That we can dream this up and build it. You don’t see animals doing this. Living, breathing people, with technology this advanced. Nuclear fission. Or was it fusion? No, fission. Technology that can supply the whole planet with sustainable, green electricity. So we can finally get off fossil fuels.’ 

‘With atoms like the sun and electrons as its planets, only just as unimaginably small as a solar system is unimaginably big.’ 

‘But what dangerous lunatics we humans are, too, that we can use such beautiful technology in bombs against each other,’ thinks Driekus. 

A shiver runs through his body. Is it the cold wet wetsuit? Or fear of that Russian nuclear reactor right under his nose? 

The stories of accidents with Russian nuclear reactors, and certainly those on submarines, do make him a bit anxious now. He can well imagine people becoming frightened after the terrible events at Hiroshima and Chernobyl, and what was that submarine called again? 

His mind is racing and his thoughts go in every direction. 

He talks himself into it: ‘Nuclear energy is at least as safe as sun and wind. It’s lignite, natural gas and oil that kill lots of people, through emissions and extraction.’

‘Those stupid Germans now emit far, far more CO2 since they started their Energiewende. Their policy backfires! Sun and wind can’t do without nuclear.’

‘It’s so unreal. Bizarre. Here I am, just standing in front of a nuclear reactor in a Russian nuclear submarine, out in the back of beyond, in enemy territory, in a war zone! Me and my stupid plans, as always, and then letting myself be talked into them as well!’

‘The chance of dying in a nuclear submarine from an attack, suffocation, fire, chemicals, explosion, implosion or drowning is higher than the chance of a nuclear accident,’ Driekus can still hear Berend saying. ‘The chance of dying from some stupid little accident is higher still.’ Okay…

‘This is a much more modern generation of reactor than those old ones. This is what we came for! Our own nuclear power plant!’ 

A queasy feeling came over him, here in this claustrophobic, oppressive little space. He misses the wide open spaces of his landscape, the distant horizons, the far views. He misses his farm and his little village. His tractor. Most of all he misses his parents, who had passed away long ago. 

His mother had been a real love. How she would worry about him if she knew where he was standing now. And his dad, how proud the old man would be of him if he were still alive. And how hard he would have laughed at this idiotic stunt. 

‘Sonar deck secure,’ he hears Gezinus say in his earpiece. 

‘Oh yeah, shit, I still have to check the rest of the boat,’ thinks Driekus. ‘Both reactor decks secure,’ he whispers.

‘Grand,’ he hears Berend say. ‘I’m switching the systems on.’

Driekus hears heavy relays clicking, the sound of systems booting up and the hum of high-voltage lines. Lights come on across the control panels. A deep but soft drone sends vibrations through the whole boat. Is this supposed to happen? Is it the water pumps? Or a diesel engine test? Berend will know.
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Driekus climbs up and opens the watertight hatch to the rear compartments and decks, where he finds a brand-new installation of lithium batteries. The space is completely filled with them, which means a lot more energy can be stored than with the old batteries.

‘New batteries have indeed been installed,’ he whispers. He quickly checks the other spaces, with pumps, diesel engines, electric motors and drive train, and confirms that the submarine is indeed unmanned. 

‘Stern clear,’ he whispers, as he turns round and hurries back to the control room, relieved. ‘Actually, submarines were the first hybrid-powered machines,’ he thinks. ‘Nuclear power, steam turbine, diesel generators, batteries, electric motors, it’s all in there. You used to have to switch between them by hand; these days a little chip does it for you.’
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‘Holy shit, what is that!’ cries Driekus as he sees the gigantic screen, three, maybe even four metres across. 

Berend and Gezinus are standing there looking slightly panicked. 

The gigantic touchscreen is divided into several sections, so that the crew standing around it can each see their own information from every side and share it with the rest. 

The screen shows a 3D cross-section of the vessel, with real-time overviews of power diagrams, water diagrams and numerous system statuses.

‘Why is everything in Chinese?!’ asks Driekus.

‘Yeah, that’s a bit of a problem,’ says Berend. ‘I think Russia bought this system from China, but apparently they hadn’t got as far as switching the language to Russian before delivery. And I can’t find a menu or anything, I can’t make head or tail of those Chinese characters!’

The men know every minute counts. The moment the guards come round, or the engineers are found, is getting closer and closer. This is the last thing they need right now. They have to leave now!

‘Should we just press every button and see what happens?’

‘Yeah right. “What does this button do?”, and then set off an alarm, or sink the whole lot, or blow it up?’

‘Okay, so what’s the plan, lads?’



Berend thinks for a moment. ‘I’ll hack my way into the system and try to set the language through the console. Gezinus, you speak several languages, don’t you?’

‘Mate,’ says Gezinus, blinking at him. ‘Yes: Dutch, English, German, Frisian and a bit of Portuguese. I know a few swear words in Russian, but Chinese? No. And I still have to fit the Starlink!’

‘The Starlink can wait. And what do you mean, Frisian? Anyway, we really need to go now. Berend, go and hack,’ says Driekus.

Berend dives under the digital control island and connects his laptop. He types furiously on his keyboard, flicking back and forth between dozens of windows, windows in which chunks of code and configurations scroll past. 

The big screen suddenly goes off.

Black.

Berend jumps up and stares anxiously at the screen.

Black.

The clock is ticking. They had prepared everything. But this was unforeseen. This could mean the end of the mission. At any moment a horde of soldiers could come running onto the boat. One grenade down the hatch and they’re dead. 

‘Broken?’ asks Gezinus.

‘I hope not. Hang on a sec…’ says Berend.

The screen stays black. Berend curses under his breath. The tension rises for Gezinus and Driekus. ‘Is this the end of our adventure?’ thinks Gezinus.

Berend logs in again and starts scrolling through windows and typing chunks of code. He starts to sweat. Oh, this is intense. He is so annoyed with himself. Everything, absolutely everything, he had researched. Prepared everything. Read it all three times over. How could he have overlooked that the system might be in another language? ‘You could have known this, Berend. You knew it was Chinese kit. You knew.’ 

His fingers race like mad across the keyboard; he sits there hunched over on that cold floor, in that cold wet wetsuit. Is it seawater or sweat dripping from his head onto his laptop? 

Again Berend looks at the big screen. It stays black.

Then, suddenly, the golden emblem of the Russian Navy appears.

The screen goes black again.

Wide-eyed, Gezinus and Driekus look at Berend and at the screen. Has it crashed? Is it not loading any further? Is this it? The clock is ticking. Now what?

Then, one by one, the diagrams and data appear on the screen. In Dutch.

‘Dutch?!’ cries Driekus, delighted.

‘The Chinese, eh, they copy everything!’ laughs Berend. ‘I found a Dutch language module. I reckon China just ran the software through a translator. Or they stole the software from India in the first place; they leased exactly this kind of Akula submarine from the Russians too, and now they build their own subs.’

‘Oh mate, you really are a hacker hero. Now we don’t have to work in Cyrillic,’ says Driekus. 

‘So I spent weeks translating that documentation for NOTHING!’ Gezinus jokes in mock indignation. ‘But hang on. If India, China and Russia have such advanced autonomous submarines, then technologically we’re miles behind! This is super-sensitive information!’

‘Yep. But I’ve got something else fun for you,’ says Berend. 

He turns to the screen and speaks:

‘Hey Samara, shall we set sail?’

‘Yes, captain. To which coordinates?’ A woman’s voice in perfect Dutch sounds from the screen. 

Driekus and Gezinus stand there dumbfounded for a moment. Samara can simply talk. In Dutch.

‘Let’s make like a banana and split!’ shouts Gezinus. 

Driekus bursts out laughing: ‘Quick, in that sub-frikandel!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 6:02

 

It is still dark in the quiet outer harbour of Sevastopol. The sun won’t rise until half past seven. On the eastern horizon the sky is just beginning to lighten. Stars twinkle. A light breeze gets up. The temperature is 6 degrees. The water is 12 degrees and laps softly against the quays. Snoring comes from the guardhouse. 

Deep inside the Samara, the three friends are configuring their route in the digital system. Just as they want to start the electric motors, a red dot appears in the corner of the screen. 

A little alarm beeps. ‘Alert. Alert. Object approaching,’ says Samara. 

The men freeze in alarm.

A large patrol boat is heading out from the big naval base. It sweeps the quays with a searchlight. The light stays fixed on the Samara, and the boat slows down. 

The light swishes on along the quay, and the patrol boat sails on.

The red dot passes them by. ‘So we couldn’t have left any earlier either, or the alarm would have gone up straight away,’ says Gezinus. ‘Pffff,’ says Berend, nervously drumming his fingers. 

‘Okay, Samara, set sail as soon as it’s safe.’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 6:06

 

The antennas and sensors on top of the K-295 Samara’s conning tower retract. Silently the gigantic submarine slowly starts to move. At just a few knots she heads for the Black Sea and dives at once. The tower is the last to disappear under the water, and only a few little eddies leaving foam behind are the fleeting proof that a Russian nuclear submarine was here a moment ago. 




Chapter 8

 

The Black Sea




Thursday 7 November 2024, 6:18. Catching their breath.

 

In the Samara’s control room, Driekus, Berend and Gezinus stare at the big screen. On the left of the screen you see live diagrams, status panels and flow charts of the drive train, heading, sonar and pump systems.

On the right you see a 3D image of the submarine, showing a depth of 18 metres, 20 knots and a south-westerly heading.

In the middle of the screen is a large geographical relief map, with the Samara at its centre, a coastline and various objects such as buoys and fishing boats nearby. 

‘She really does everything herself, you can even see the underwater currents,’ says Gezinus. ‘I don’t have to navigate at all,’ he adds, moving the virtual boat with his finger, so that all the objects and surroundings slide back and forth in 3D.

‘So I can have a little kip?’ asks Driekus. The adrenaline had kept him going for a long time. But now he is reeling on his feet from exhaustion and the extreme tension. 

‘Yeah, you go and get some kip,’ says Gezinus. ‘Everything’s running smoothly, and we’ll fit the Starlink dish later. We’ll rotate every eight hours as agreed, with two men awake so one can sleep.’

Driekus shuffles, stooped, through the big hatch to the compartment with the quarters and, grumbling, finally manages with great difficulty to peel off his scuba gear. Exhaustion, an ample body and a suctioned-on rubber suit are not a good combination. 

He picks the least filthy bunk, rolls into it and pulls the blanket over himself. At home in bed he would normally scroll through X for a bit and comment on the funny and crazy people in his timeline. But so as not to be detected, Berend had banned them from bringing phones. 

Driekus is worn out after a full day of non-stop action. Not to mention that gruelling journey to and through enemy territory all the way to Sevastopol. And that extremely tense encounter with the harbour guards. Then the hijacking of the vessel. It had all only just worked out. He was hungry, but had no energy left to think, let alone go looking for food. 

Just as the Samara dives away into the silence and darkness of the Black Sea, Driekus dives away into a deep sleep. The soft hum of the Samara’s systems is soon drowned out in the room by snoring. 




Thursday 7 November 2024, 8:13. Breathing.

 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 

Driekus jolts upright and bangs his head on the bunk above. 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 

An alarm swells and fades. Blue light fills the room.

He rolls out of bed and runs to the control room.

‘What’s going on!?’

‘Oxygen alarm’s gone off! 18.1%!’

‘Is that because of your hack?’

‘No, impossible!’

‘Here, grab an oxygen mask!’ Gezinus yanks open a cupboard, pulls out masks and hands them to Berend and Driekus.

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! The alarm keeps going.

The mask smells musty. They look at each other in panic. Thoughts race through their heads. Too little oxygen is a serious danger. In an enclosed space you use up all the oxygen and eventually you suffocate. Even if you survive, oxygen deprivation can leave you with permanent damage. Why is there no fresh air? They are sailing dozens of metres under the sea. Should they surface? And then be discovered? And then tortured and murdered?

Driekus hears Gezinus speaking in a muffled voice: ‘Plug your lead into these oxygen points,’ as he takes the hose of his mask and pushes the plug into a wall socket. 

The men follow his example. Cold air with a chemical smell flows into the mask.

‘According to Samara everything’s fine, but an oxygen alarm is going off anyway,’ says Berend. He starts clicking frantically on the screen and scrolling through status panels. 

‘I’ll check Samara. Gezinus, you grab a portable detector and check it’s not a false alarm. Normal is between 20 and 21%.’

Gezinus opens a second cupboard and pulls out a black-and-yellow handheld device. It’s a good thing they had gone through all the documentation ad nauseam for weeks and drilled each other on scenarios. And a good thing the Russians had kept all the equipment on board. For all they knew, they could have been sitting here without masks.

Gezinus switches the device on. A number appears on the digital display: 17.8%. ‘Shit. It’s dropping further.’

‘More shit,’ says Berend.

‘What?’ both men respond in unison.

‘Samara isn’t even connected to the air system yet.’

‘What?!’

‘She thinks she can control the air, but there’s no contact at all with the physical systems.’

‘So we have to operate them by hand,’ says Gezinus. He unplugs himself, sits down at one of the old-fashioned control panels, plugs his mask in again there and hastily grabs his laptop. 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 




Thursday 7 November 2024, 10:16 (Dutch time), Harlingen

 

‘Now they’ve missed the third check-in as well,’ Gerda says to Jelle, looking at him anxiously. 

Jelle looks at his watch: 8:16, Sevastopol time. 

Driekus had given them all a black Casio, and they had synchronised them. ‘It’s one with two time zones, and it’s water-resistant to 10 bar,’ Driekus had said. ‘Whatever that’s supposed to mean,’ Jelle had thought.

‘Set our time and Sevastopol time. Make sure you switch the sound off, we don’t want to get caught because something beeps,’ Driekus had said.

Gerda and Jelle are sitting in his shed, next to his house in Harlingen. From the outside it looks like a traditional Frisian shed, with black-stained rough timber planks and orange roof tiles. The only thing that gives away that this is no ordinary shed but the studio of a genuine Frisian pirate station is the cable running from the shed to the skûtsje, a traditional Frisian sailing barge, in the canal next to it. 

The cable runs from the quay into the water, comes up again by the boat and is strung up along the mast. Cables also run along the rigging, creating a large triangular antenna without anyone noticing.

Inside Jelle’s studio it is cramped. The insulated walls are lined with dark, spiky acoustic foam. Along the long wall is a unit crammed with devices full of sliders, dials and little lights. 

On the wall hangs a large banner with the Frisian flag and the words: ‘Radio Jelle: Fryske piratemuzyk.’ Frisian pirate music.

A laptop is playing a playlist. A song can be heard from a pair of headphones: ‘Jukte op e rech.’

‘Are you sure we’ve got the right time?’ asks Jelle. 

‘Yes, it’s winter time here, the time difference is two hours now. We should have had a signal at 6:15, and at 7:15, and now at 8:15.’

Gerda double-checks her own Casio.

Gerda and Jelle stare at the computer screen. The Signal group shows the last exchange between Gezinus and Jelle, in Frisian, their code language: 

6 November 2024, 23:12: ‘Fisker giet te fiskjen.’ (The fisherman is going fishing.)

Below it, Jelle’s reply: ‘Bring my in hjerring.’ (Bring me a herring.)

7 November 2024, 6:16: ‘Radio Jelle siket hjerring.’ (Radio Jelle is looking for herring.)

7 November 2024, 7:16: ‘Radio Jelle siket hjerring.’

Jelle types: ‘Radio Jelle siket hjerring.’

Gerda checks, just to be sure, whether their internet connection is working. The Starlink is working. 

‘Maybe Signal isn’t working for them. Let’s post a message on X as well.’

Jelle opens the X app and posts on his account:

‘Radio Jelle siket hjerring.’

‘Okay, scenario one,’ she says. ‘They’re on their way but the comms aren’t working. Scenario two, something has gone badly wrong in the submarine and they’ve drowned, or burnt, or suffocated. Scenario three, they’ve been caught and we’ll never hear from them again.’ Her voice cracks a little.

Jelle puts an arm around Gerda and holds her. ‘What a lovely, clever woman she is,’ he thinks. ‘And how nice it is to have her here with me like this.’ He smells her red hair and catches the scent of shampoo. ‘Coconut,’ he thinks.

‘There’s nothing we can do right now, but it’ll be okay.’ Jelle tries to reassure Gerda more than he is reassured himself. In the muffled room the cheerful song plays on, a contrast with the silence of Gerda and Jelle, who hold on to each other and anxiously watch the screens, waiting for a sign of life from their friends.




Thursday 7 November 2024, 8:19. Two Hangovers.

 

Alexei Durov slowly surfaces from a deep fog. He has a splitting headache and a heavy smoky taste in his bone-dry mouth. He smacks his mouth open. He is slumped in his chair, bent forward with his head between his arms on the table in the guard hut. 

He blinks. His vision is blurred and his head is pounding. But he’s used to that. Name one morning when he doesn’t wake up with a hangover, a thirst, a dry mouth and hunger. 

From a 90-degree angle he sees an empty bottle of whisky on the table. ‘Heh heh,’ he thinks, ‘oh yes, I’ve set up a nice little sideline.’ Groaning and coughing, he gets up, his body stiff from the cold and his bad posture. 

He looks around. What a mess. Playing cards and a few bottles of drink lie everywhere. Next to him Oleg is lying on the floor. He kicks him in the back and sits down again. 

‘Oleg, get to work, damn it! You’re supposed to be on lookout! And sort out some coffee first!’ 

Oleg groans and slowly gets up. He sways and is deathly pale from the alcohol. He staggers outside for some fresh air.

‘Commander!’ Alexei hears him shout.

‘Commander nothing, damn it! Bring me my coffee!’ Alexei barks at him, crushing an empty cigarette packet and throwing it angrily into the corner.

‘COMMANDER!’

His brain not yet really switched on, Alexei gets up and stares outside, open-mouthed. 

On the quay Oleg is standing next to a colleague who isn’t supposed to be lying there.

But there is something else odd. 

He sees water.

In the spot where a submarine had been lying for weeks.

Here at this quay, where, how shall we put it, a nuclear submarine is supposed to be, there isn’t one. 

It takes a few seconds to process this.

‘DAMN IT!’ Alexei stomps outside. The other guards are waking up now too and get up, dazed and startled. Alexei stands on the quay, looks left and right and peers across the water.

‘DAMN IT!’ Alexei stomps back inside. 

‘Where’s the schedule?!’ 

He rummages in a cupboard among the files, grabs an orange folder, opens it and runs his yellow forefinger down a list of lines.

‘Seventh of November, comms test, air filter test, sea trial,’ he mutters.

‘Pfff, nothing wrong. Those Chinese are just doing a test run,’ he says. ‘Oleg, you are never falling asleep again! You go and get coffee now, and breakfast, and tonight you’re on watch again as punishment!’

‘Er, commander?’

‘LISTEN, YOU USELESS PIECE OF DIRT,’ Alexei fumes.

‘There’s a truck at the gate by the quay.’

Alexei looks outside. An army truck is standing at the barrier, its heavy diesel engine idling. 

‘Come with me, Oleg.’ Alexei grabs his machine gun and walks grumpily outside towards the gate, muttering: ‘Hangover, no money, no coffee, no cigarettes, no food, useless colleagues, and who wants something from me now?’

‘Hey!’ he shouts towards the truck. ‘Did you bring food?’ as he and Oleg stride towards the barrier.

The driver, a huge bloke in a tight military uniform, and his passenger, quite obviously an engineer, climb out as Alexei and Oleg approach. 

‘We’ve come to install equipment for the Samara. Here are the papers.’

Alexei roughly snatches the consignment note out of the man’s hands and reads the document.

STATE SECRET COMMUNICATIONS EQUIPMENT. GRANT TEAM ACCESS.

With a big fat stamp from naval command.

‘She’s out for a bit, come back tomorrow,’ says Oleg.

The passenger looks past the men to the quay further along and turns white.

‘What do you mean? Where is the Samara?’ he asks.

Alexei: ‘Sea trial. It’s right there in the schedule. Pay attention, eh!’

‘No, no, that’s impossible. The Samara isn’t anywhere near ready. The equipment was late. It’s in the back. We’re a week behind.’

The four men look at each other, speechless for a moment. 

The engineer hastily hands over a folder. 



‘Look: installation of communications system 7 November, that’s today. The sea trial is on 14 November. Didn’t you get the update? Where the fuck is the Samara??’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 8:21. Oh Deere

 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 

Gezinus brings up translated documents and instructions on his laptop screen and starts frantically turning knobs. Meanwhile Berend is busy with Samara’s screen.

Driekus feels a bit helpless standing there. What can he do? Are they really going to suffocate? 

Suddenly Driekus feels cold air flowing through the room.

‘17.9%,’ you hear Gezinus say through his mask.

Berend doesn’t look up and keeps clicking and scrolling through Samara’s screens.

‘18.2%’

‘18.8%’

‘19.7%’

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 

‘20.5%’

‘It’s working! Don’t overdo it, because above 21% the fire risk goes up seriously,’ says Berend. 

Gezinus turns down the oxygen flow. The meter settles at 20.8%. The alarm finally stops. 

Gezinus and Berend pull off their masks. They look at Driekus. And burst out laughing.

Driekus is standing there in a daze. He is drunk with sleep, standing there with his big belly, wearing a mask and nothing else but a pair of boxer shorts, scratching his head a little and shivering in the cold fresh air.

‘Nice kecks!’ says Berend.

‘Oh Deere. John Deere boxers, haha!’ laughs Gezinus. ‘You can take your mask off, Driekus, but please keep those pants on.’

Berend says seriously: ‘Sorry, lads, I’d overlooked this. Samara has a fault screen, and loads of the faults are about the missing communications system. Apparently the engineers were still busy connecting the air pumps and filters. I’m going to go through all the error messages to see if anything else is missing.’

Gezinus replies: ‘I’ll go to the plant room to check why the connection isn’t working. Driekus, you go back to your kip.’

But sleep is out of the question now. The adrenaline is racing through Driekus’s body. The umpteenth time they had nearly died. What on earth were they doing? 

‘I’ll just put some clothes on. Anyone for a sandwich?’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 9:56, Black Sea

 

Gezinus is lying among a gigantic network of pipes, a torch in his mouth, shining it up at a set of valves, pumps and filters. Modern systems and wiring have been fitted in among the badly outdated maze of yellow, red and white painted pipes.

He has his laptop with diagrams with him and traces the wiring, fiddles with some plugs and mutters: ‘Aha, Chinese plugs that don’t fit Russian sockets. Well, obviously.’

‘Bleep.’ An update appears on the big screen in the control room. Berend looks up and sees ‘air management system connected’. 

A few minutes later Gezinus comes into the control room and says: ‘Terminal blocks. Thank God, those I do understand.’

‘Okay, lads, quick huddle,’ says Driekus. ‘All three of us are knackered, but the good news is that everything seems stable and we’re close to our first point to fit the Starlink. Gerda and Jelle will be seriously worried by now, so we need to let them know we’re alive.’

‘I’ve been through Samara, and apart from the communications systems everything’s connected, so we can just sail and monitor and breathe,’ says Berend. 

Gezinus: ‘There’ll be a full-blown alarm and a big search on by now, so we need to surface quickly and unseen, set up the comms, report our status and get out of there.’

‘I’ve switched on the GLONASS spoofer,’ says Berend. ‘To the outside world it now looks as if we’re heading for Odesa.’

‘Glo-what? Odesa? Ukraine?’ asks Driekus.

‘GLONASS is the Russian GPS. I’m giving out a false route towards Odesa, so the Russians go searching in the north of the Black Sea while we head south. Every now and then we let Samara surface briefly, automatically broadcast a wrong position, and then dive again. It’s much more plausible that a bunch of Ukrainians are behind the hijacking than the three of us from Groningen, haha!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 11:25, Headquarters, Sevastopol Naval Base

 

The vice admiral in Sevastopol, Boris Suchovienko, is buried deep in paperwork about the status of the repairs to his headquarters. Earlier this year it was bombed by the Ukrainians, with the help of an American missile. Or was it British? NATO, anyway. 

Money had come from Moscow to repair the main building, and he is putting pressure on contractors to do the repair work at lower cost. 

He rubs his hand over his square, bald, shiny head. Grumbling and shaking his head, he mutters and strikes through all sorts of items with a pen on the sheet in front of him on his desk.

‘Sir,’ a voice crackles over the intercom on his desk. ‘Alexei Durov says he needs to speak to you urgently.’

Boris knows exactly who Alexei is: the head of security in the outer harbour, whose pay, and that of his men, he hasn’t paid out. 

The holiday home by the water has to be paid for somehow. The combination of soldiers’ pay, repair money and money for the Samara’s refit suited him personally very nicely. Only that irritating Alexei has been trying to call him for weeks, and this is already the third time this morning.

‘Just say I’m not here.’

‘He’s standing right here, sir. He’s not allowed to say why, but it’s urgent.’

With a sigh Boris gets up, walks to the big wooden door of his office, yanks it open with a hard swing, sees Alexei with two other men, one of them clearly a civilian, and puts on his best grin. ‘Alexei, comrade, how are you?’

Alexei doesn’t say a word, steps forward and gestures that they should discuss this in private in Boris’s office. The men walk into the room. Alexei closes the door and turns round.

‘The K-295, sir. She’s gone,’ Alexei says sheepishly. ‘The two Chinese engineers have made off with her.’

‘What did you say?’ says Boris, blinking, not only because of what Alexei is saying, but also because of the stench of alcohol and cigarettes coming off the man. 

‘The submarine is gone and we have to raise the alarm. I’ve been trying to reach you for two hours!’

‘The Samara is gone?’

The two other men confirm it, nodding fearfully.

‘How can two Chinamen take a submarine from right under your noses? Where have they gone?’

‘We don’t know, sir.’

‘You don’t know. YOU DON’T KNOW?!’

Boris’s brain starts to spin. He ought to drag this bloke in front of a court martial right away. Or simply drown him with his own hands. He should have done that long ago. The idiot has no idea what top-secret equipment is on board that submarine. But even worse, he himself chose the suppliers for the systems, and squeezed them, which is why delivery is far too late. He also skimped on security. If they find out in Moscow that he has been siphoning off money for his holiday home, and that the most dangerous and modern submarine in the entire fleet has disappeared on his watch, then he himself will be dragged in front of a court martial. Or worse!

‘Aren’t they just doing a test?’ he asks.

‘We can’t make contact, because the communications systems are sitting on the quay. According to the GLONASS tracker they seem to be heading for the cape at Mayak. From there they could go on to Khorly or Odesa,’ says the engineer.

‘Ukraine? You think the Chinese have defected? That the enemy has our submarine?’

‘We can’t rule it out, sir.’

‘IDIOT!’

Boris thinks, then asks: ‘Are there weapons on board? Torpedoes? Kalibr missiles? With nuclear warheads?’

‘Not according to the documents, sir.’

Boris’s brain races as he thinks. ‘Okay. Hopefully no weapons. That helps. How do I get myself out of this? We have to locate the boat. And get hold of it. And if that doesn’t work, we blow her to the bottom, and then I’m the hero who managed to prevent a gigantic Ukrainian terrorist attack. That means promotion!’

He commands: ‘We are going to solve this ourselves. I forbid you to brief Moscow about this. We intercept the K-295. You lot patrol the harbours and the sea. I’ll send helicopters and fighter jets after her and force her to the surface. And if that doesn’t work: torpedo her!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 12:51, Black Sea

 

The patrol boat slams over the waves. Alexei still hasn’t eaten, and his empty stomach lurches up and down with every swell. He feels sick. Filthy whisky, from that rotten fisherman! 

He and his men race across the Black Sea near Sevastopol, looking for any sign of the Samara. He scans the horizon with his binoculars, looking for a conning tower or a periscope. 

To their right a large destroyer is under way. Suddenly, with a deafening racket, three heavy naval helicopters overtake them and veer off to the north-west. The hunt for the Samara is on.

Alexei peers. What’s that on the water? It looks too low for a conning tower. But who knows. He signals to Oleg, who adjusts the patrol boat’s course. They head over to it. It is a black rubber dinghy, bobbing aimlessly on the Black Sea. In the dinghy he sees two men, tied up and severely hypothermic. They are the two engineers who work on the Samara.

While his crew lift the men into their own boat and tie up the dinghy, Alexei steps into his cabin, grabs the radio microphone and says: ‘We’ve found the Chinese engineers. The Samara has been stolen. I repeat, the Samara has been hijacked!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 13:43, Moscow

 

Only a few dishes on the roof of the shabby old factory hall on a deserted industrial estate just outside Moscow betray that these days something other than cigarette-rolling goes on here. 

As bleak as the building looks from the outside, the interior of this space is just as modern. Only the smell of tobacco recalls the building’s old function. Otherwise it is a neatly laid-out, dark, dimly lit room where people sit behind sleek desks, each with a battery of screens.

Here Dunya Kovalenko stares a little bored at the six screens around her. She has her legs up on the desk and is looking at her nails. She works for a service that is more secret than the official secret service. Their assignment: gain control over digital systems and keep an eye on them. 

Every now and then a message comes from the Kremlin to disable systems or steal data. Recently she had made a nice haul by slurping up the personal data of all 65,000 police employees of some little European country via a simple phishing link, through the Outlook address book, of all things. ‘Mamba 2FA, send a phishing mail to a few officers, wait until someone is stupid enough to click the link and log into the fake system, use those credentials to access the real systems and pull all the data. That really was junior level,’ she had thought, bored. 

For the past few weeks she had mainly been busy with campaigns around the American elections. ‘Divide and rule, and whoever has knowledge has power,’ she had been told. In other words: steal as much data as possible, manipulate data, bring systems down and spread as much disinformation as possible, to divide and weaken the US.

Dunya is young but very experienced at hacking systems. She started at fourteen, when she broke into her school’s computer to bump up her geography grade. She had top marks for every subject except geography: only an eight out of ten. 

She was found out and punished. Since then she has resolved two things: a) know everything about geography, and b) make sure you are never found out. The latter had always worked out very well so far. 

Dunya is now a senior within the service, and her speciality is communications systems. Officially she is only allowed to hack foreign systems, but nothing they do here is official. And who says there are no subversive activities within Russia?

On her screens she monitors international connections. Telephone networks. Internet cables. Mobile communications. Satellites. She can see how busy it is, where the bottlenecks are. Sometimes she plays with the systems and overloads a network, just to watch how the traffic reroutes through other channels. 

A notification pops up on one of her screens: ‘1 hour anomaly, excessive communication Sevastopol, Navy.’ She has automated countless triggers like this, because monitoring all those networks by hand is far too much work. She has better things to do. Like her nails.

Routinely she clicks open a few windows and sees that there is indeed a lot of communication. There is a lot of movement too. Helicopters, frigates. ‘Maybe an exercise?’ she thinks. She checks the navy’s systems but sees no documentation. Interesting. ‘A secret mission, then?’ The thought makes her curious. She digs deeper and sees nothing. ‘That’s strange.’ 

She looks up at the ceiling for a moment and thinks. ‘Very strange. What’s going on there?’ She looks around to make sure she isn’t being watched herself. The men (sigh, always men) are busy with their screens. The bloke next to her is typing with his left hand while shovelling one biscuit after another into his mouth with his right. He smacks his lips as he eats. ‘Gross,’ she thinks, rolls her eyes and focuses on her screens. 

Dunya puts on her headphones and starts a program that lets her automatically monitor multiple communication channels, dozens, even hundreds of tracks at once. 

The software automatically plucks interesting conversations out of the channels when specific keywords are used, or when the communication is very heated or emotional. That way she has already enjoyed listening in on countless secret affairs between famous politicians and businessmen with their wives and mistresses.

The software starts presenting a list of audio clips and also automatically generates transcripts with trigger words. Dunya clicks on them.

‘Still no sight of Samara, #search continuing northwards.’

A woman missing? 

‘We’re taking the #Chinese to the #interrogationroom.’

Chinese in Sevastopol?

‘No, you do not inform #Moscow! We’ll solve this ourselves!’

Oh? Hang on, is something really going on here?

‘K295 isn’t responding to radio either.’

‘No, her comms are sitting on the quay, try #morse or active #sonar?’

Dunya thinks. ‘K295? What’s that?’ She opens her search window and types: ‘K-295. Chinese. Sevastopol. Samara.’

Within half a second her screen is full of images of a nuclear submarine. The K-295 Samara, a Pike-class nuclear submarine. No search results for Sevastopol. Or Chinese.

Dunya reads on. ‘The K-295 Samara (formerly named Drakon) is part of the Pacific Fleet and is currently being modernised at the Zvezdochka shipyard. Due for delivery 2023.’

‘Am I wrong, then? Why is there such a fuss in Sevastopol about a submarine that’s rotting in a dock somewhere practically at the North Pole?’ Dunya thinks.

‘Chinese state they were overpowered. #Alarm in the #submarine went off. Ran outside, and remember nothing after that.’ She hears it in a new audio message.

Now she no longer has any doubt. There is a problem, but what problem exactly? An operation is under way, but they are keeping it under wraps. There are suspects. There is panic. And there is a link to a submarine that isn’t even there. Or at least, isn’t supposed to be. What is that link?

She sits up straight and starts working her way into the computer systems of the naval base in Sevastopol. Files on overdue maintenance, on missile strikes in a dry dock, on missile attacks on the headquarters. Briefings. Quarterly meetings. Contracts with suppliers. Receipts. Calculations. Boring stuff. She makes a copy, just in case.

Then she comes across an encrypted folder. Projekt-A. She copies the folder to their big central mainframe and starts software to crack the encryption with hundreds of parallel processes at once. With a bit of luck she’ll be in within a quarter of an hour. With bad luck it could take hours. 

‘Do the special #interrogation,’ she hears in a second message. ‘I want to know whether they have ties to the #Ukrainians and whether they’ve sold on the secret #autonomous systems.’

‘Oh shit,’ thinks Dunya. ‘Autonomous systems? That must be top secret, or I’d have known about it long ago.’

The cracking software’s processes race across her screen. It feels like an eternity. Meanwhile her neighbour carries on, unperturbed, crunching and smacking his way through biscuits. 

And then: ‘Bleep.’ Cracked.

She opens the folder and to her amazement sees a list of highly classified documents about Chinese software for autonomous sailing, diving, navigation, monitoring and warfare. 

‘Wow,’ she thinks, ‘we’ve got technology that lets submarines operate unmanned, like drones?’

She opens more documents, with test results, schedules, diagrams and manuals, and instructions to convert the Samara in utmost secrecy in Sevastopol and deploy her in the Black Sea.

Startled, she quickly closes her screen. She absolutely should not have seen this. She quickly logs back in to the naval base, this time to wipe her digital tracks. She finds the folder with access logs and looks up her own lines to delete them. 

And then she sees it. Call it a quirk, but she has a precise eye for order and structure. The log line numbering doesn’t add up. More access logs are missing. There is a gap in the sequence, on 20 June 2024 to be exact. Someone had been in this system before and found this folder. And wiped his access. Exactly like her. Only he had forgotten to make the log numbering add up. 

‘Amateur,’ she thinks.

But at the same time she is thinking about the implications. 

‘Someone has stolen highly secret information about this submarine, about the autonomous systems and about the mission in the Black Sea. And now that boat has been hijacked. I have to keep digging, because if I find the hacker, I’ll also find out who stole the boat.’

She calls the naval base in Sevastopol and announces herself: ‘This is Dunya Kovalenko, special investigator of the GRUc service, with unlimited authorisation from the Kremlin. I demand to speak to your suspects immediately. Open a video link now.’

Within a minute two Chinese men appear on her screen. One is slender and the other is short. The slender man’s head is bleeding and he has a black eye. The short man looks into the camera, dazed.

‘Listen,’ says Dunya, ‘I’m not interested in your work or your purpose. I have a few simple questions. Do you understand me?’

The men nod.

‘Can you identify the men?’

The men shake their heads.

‘Did you leave any equipment on the vessel?’

The slender man nods and says in broken Russian, with a heavy Chinese accent: ‘Yes. Maintenance equipment. Measuring equipment.’

‘Is that all?’

The short man says: ‘I left my rucksack in the submarine. My phone is in it.’

‘What’s your number?’

The man gives a string of digits, which Dunya enters, and she hangs up. If that submarine comes anywhere near a phone mast, she’ll have a location. 




Thursday 7 November 2024, 15:37, Black Sea

 

‘According to Samara there’s nothing within visual range. No ships, nothing below us and nothing above us,’ says Gezinus, looking at the big screen. 

Berend quickly switches off the entire GLONASS system. ‘Better safe than sorry.’

‘Grand, up we go, quick,’ says Driekus.

‘Samara, surface,’ Berend says to the screen, and promptly the men almost lose their balance as the boat starts to rise.

‘She could have warned us about that,’ says Gezinus. ‘I thought we’d just rise horizontally.’

‘That only happens when you have to come up very fast and ballast gets blown out,’ says Berend. ‘But in a normal situation the hydroplanes are adjusted and a submarine drives itself upwards.’

Not long after, the Samara levels out again, and the men have to hold on as the submarine flops onto the water. If only they could see it from outside: how impressive it is when a monster longer than the Martini Tower in Groningen is tall comes rising out of the sea like a whale breaching, turning the sea into a churning froth of foam.

Gezinus grabs the periscope and turns a full circle. ‘We’re on the surface. The coast is clear. Well. No coast, then. Nothing in sight. Quick, Berend, up top!’

‘I’ll sort out some food in the meantime, I’m starving!’ says Driekus.

Berend and Gezinus climb into the conning tower, turn the hatch open and mount the Starlink satellite receiver on top of the tower. He had made the white plastic panel, not much bigger than a sheet of paper, waterproof by sealing it in plastic film. 

‘Now let’s hope the rubber seal of the hatch doesn’t crush the cable,’ says Berend, as they carefully turn the hatch shut and climb back down.

While Berend connects the Starlink cable to a battery, Gezinus flips open his laptop and waits for the wifi signal. It takes maybe a minute before the Starlink has booted up and connected, but to the men it feels like an age. Every minute they float on the surface means they could be discovered.

‘Did you really name the wifi UnderseafrikanDEL? Sub-frikandel?’ laughs Gezinus, and Berend grins. The laptop is connected to the internet.

They quickly check Russian and European news websites, and X. They also open a website Berend has built, where they can read along with international diplomatic memos, but they find nothing about their operation. Just as well.

Gezinus opens Signal and sees Jelle’s messages. 

He types:

‘Trije frikandel mei hjerring.’ (Three frikandels with herring.)

And to be on the safe side, he posts the message on his X account as well. 

‘Grand,’ says Berend. ‘Now let’s dive quickly and get out of here.’

‘NOOO!!!’ Berend and Gezinus hear Driekus shout loudly, from far off, from the galley. They jump and run to him, through the hatches, down the ladder. 

‘Driekus, what’s wrong?!’ 

‘Look what’s in these tins.’ Driekus takes a tin from the worktop. The label reads ‘брокколи’. 

‘Mate, so what? You gave us a huge fright.’

‘Yeah, me too! Broccoli.’

Shaking their heads, Berend and Gezinus climb back up.

‘Sometimes Driekus is so exhausting, with his jokes.’

‘Yeah, we need to stay focused. Dive now and keep going, or we won’t make the Bosphorus in time.’ 

As they walk through the quarters, they pass the rucksack one of the engineers left behind. 

Inside the rucksack is a phone. 14% battery. No signal.




Thursday 7 November 2024, 17:42 (Dutch time), Harlingen

 

Jelle is sitting in his shed with his headphones on, talking into his microphone. 

‘Dit is Radio Jelle, foar alle Fryske muzykleafhawwers! Live op 91.1 FM. Jo harkje nei de bêste Fryske hits. Harkje nei De Hunekop mei it nûmer Hollânse famkes.’ (This is Radio Jelle, for all lovers of Frisian music, live on 91.1 FM with the best Frisian hits, and here’s De Hunekop with ‘Dutch Girls’.) And he starts the track.

Ping!

A message appears on Jelle’s computer screen. Gerda jumps up. A message from Gezinus! 

‘Jelle!’

Jelle doesn’t hear her.

‘Jelle!’ 

She pulls the headphones off his head. ‘Jelle! Look!’

‘Trije frikandel mei hjerring. Three frikandels with herring. All three of them are alive! And they’ve got the Samara!’

Gerda and Jelle leap into each other’s arms with joy.


Thursday 7 November 2024, 15:42, Control Room, Sevastopol Naval Base

Boris Suchovienko is leading the search for the K-295 Samara and stands in the naval base’s control room handing out orders. 

Despite the clear trail of GLONASS positions, the helicopters and frigates had not managed to track down the Samara and make contact. 

The arrested Chinese have been harshly interrogated, but say they know nothing. Alexei and his team have been interrogated just as harshly, but they are useless alcoholics who spent six hours in a coma.

‘The GLONASS location tracking data has dropped out,’ he hears over the radio from a frigate.

‘Satellite tracking offline, confirmed,’ he hears from one of the helicopters. ‘We can’t locate her with depth sonar either.’

Boris is starting to panic more and more. ‘Now we can’t even follow the K-295 any more. How do I get myself out of this? Should I send a second submarine after her? It’ll never catch up with them.’ 

He starts scribbling on a piece of paper and thinks:

‘The K-295 disappeared somewhere between 2:00 and 8:00. There is no communication. We must now assume that Ukrainian terrorists have hijacked our submarine, full of secret installations, and that at any moment they can bring their loot to safety. According to the satellite positions they are sailing at exactly 12 knots along the coast towards Ukraine. The last GLONASS reading was at 15:36, in the Bay of Karkinit. So they must be somewhere in there now. Then we’ve got them, and they can’t go anywhere. If we do nothing now, I’ll get the blame. That submarine has to be destroyed.’

‘We’ve got them! Seal off the Bay of Karkinit completely. Send all the frigates! Helicopters! Send everything we have! We are going to fill that bay with depth charges metre by metre! We are going to defend Russia’s honour!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 16:11, Bay of Karkinit

 

All hell breaks loose in this large, quiet bay. An impressive number of Russian warships sail into the bay side by side. Helicopter after helicopter flies over. 

Torpedoes and depth charges are fired into the bay in a 50-by-50-metre grid. Boom! Columns of water shoot dozens of metres into the air and come crashing down like violent rain showers. Boom! Boom! The thunder can be heard across the whole region. 


Thursday 7 November 2024, 16:37, Moscow

 

Minister of Defence Alexsandr Vjazemski is a man of order and discipline. On his large desk stand three telephones, precisely arranged. The one on the right is red. The other two are white. 

He has two guards permanently stationed at his door. You never know, with all the unrest in the world. Chechen rebels. Afghans. Ukrainians. Americans. Brits. Iran. And, not least, the mafia clan that a large part of the Kremlin consists of these days. You have few friends here, and you can trust no one. 

Within defence, too, you are forever looking over your shoulder. There are enough madmen itching to take over his position. He would dearly love to modernise the armed forces. Throw out the idlers. Fight corruption. And you don’t want the mafia inside your organisation. But you can’t do without their support either. Politics is politics. 

There is a knock on the door. ‘Yes,’ he says curtly. 

A guard swings the door open. A senior analyst steps in. ‘Your Excellency. Reports from Crimea. Heavy bombardments in the Bay of Karkinit. An operation run from the naval base in Sevastopol. But we can find no authorisation.’

‘Assemble the staff.’

A few minutes later his office fills with a dozen people. 

‘What’s the situation?’ says Alexsandr.

‘For the past half-hour Sevastopol has been conducting a large-scale operation in the Bay of Karkinit. We’ve had reports from multiple sources of heavy bombardments at sea,’ says the analyst.

‘No permission was requested, and there has been no communication whatsoever, even though protocol says they must at least report an operation in good time,’ another adds.

‘Satellite images show a cruiser, frigates and helicopters. They’re hunting.’

‘Hunting what?’ asks Alexsandr.

‘Given the use of depth charges, they’re hunting an underwater drone, or a submarine.’

‘Only we and Turkey have submarines in the Black Sea. The Bosphorus is sealed off completely. I should hope they’re not chasing a Turkish submarine? That would be an international scandal. Has Ukraine been given underwater drones?’

‘Not according to our intel.’

‘Your Excellency, if I may be so bold,’ his adviser interrupts. ‘The situation in the Black Sea is extremely sensitive. Ukraine has already managed to torpedo several of our ships using NATO weapons. Most of our ships have withdrawn to Novorossiysk. Ukraine has a great deal of control over the Black Sea. Turkey has closed the Bosphorus to military vessels not based in that sea, so we cannot get any extra ships, cruisers or submarines into the Black Sea.’

‘That is not entirely correct.’ 

The whole group turns to look at the intelligence officer who had interrupted the adviser.

He says: ‘I can only share this information at the highest clearance level.’

‘Everyone without top clearance, out,’ growls Alexsandr.

Five people get up and leave the room.

‘To turn the situation in the Black Sea to our advantage, we smuggled the K-295, a Pike-class nuclear submarine, into the Black Sea. Direct orders from the big boss himself.’

Alexsandr gives him a sharp look. He thinks: ‘I am the Minister of Defence, of all people, and I’m hearing this for the first time.’

‘The K-295 Samara was modernised last year in the White Sea. In Sevastopol the final preparations are being made for fully autonomous operation to attack Ukrainian ships. In theory she can sail around for 25 years on nuclear power, undetectable thanks to the latest stealth technology, and without a crew, thanks to the autonomous systems. She only needs to surface now and then to reload munitions. She is to go into service next month to take full control of the supply of military equipment to Ukraine and the export of grain. This is meant to decide the war once and for all.’

Alexsandr keeps himself under control but is boiling with rage inside. It is actually a brilliant plan. But how on earth was this done behind his back? It cuts right across his own strategy. And apparently there are millions available for a plan like this, while he has been asking for money for his own defence machine for ages. 

‘Call Boris Suchovienko in Sevastopol now. I want him on the line within five minutes and I want full transparency. What is going on there!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 16:41, Brussels, NATO HQ

 

A message appears on the computer of NATO data analyst Ethan Harper:

‘Increased Russian naval activity in the Black Sea, Bay of Karkinit. Satellite images and report to follow.’


Thursday 7 November 2024, 16:43, Control Room, Sevastopol Naval Base

 

Deathly pale and trembling, Boris Suchovienko hangs up the phone. Getting a thorough roasting from the Minister of Defence doesn’t happen every day. He has had to confess that he has lost control of one of the deadliest weapons in the world. It is now a matter of minutes before the big boss knows he has botched their secret project. Covering up the money he siphoned off is now the least of his problems. Either he has just sent a submarine worth billions to the bottom, or he has let it escape. In both scenarios the big boss will show him no mercy whatsoever. Fleeing is now his only option. He has to call his wife to tell her to pack up the children and their things, he has to scrape together cash, and he has to get Alexei to sail them away from here. Somewhere. Turkey? Georgia?




Thursday 7 November 2024, 16:48, Moscow

 

‘Do you realise how serious this situation is?’ Alexsandr asks his staff. He stands behind his desk, his face bright red. He has just hung up on Sevastopol and is shaking with rage. The many decorations on his jacket jiggle back and forth. His staff stand in front of his desk, staring straight at him.

‘First, that utterly stupid secret plan to dominate the Black Sea this way is in ruins. If the K-295 has sunk, Russia has lost a fantastically expensive strategic weapon.’

‘Second, if the submarine hasn’t been torpedoed, the enemy now has a weapon in its hands with which to take complete control of the Black Sea. Exactly the opposite of what they wanted to achieve.’ 

‘Third, apparently we in Defence have to fight an internal power in this country that sidelines us, cuts across us and undermines us.’ 

‘Fourth, how do you think the world will mock our fatherland and our defence apparatus, because by not cooperating and through sheer clumsiness we lose a nuclear submarine to the enemy? We’re the laughing stock of the world!’ 

‘Fifth, what about the international tensions if a nuclear submarine is missing and in the hands of terrorists? Are we absolutely certain there are no Kalibr missiles with nuclear warheads on board? And how can NATO be sure of that? This could unleash a third world war!’

He kicks his chair over in rage. ‘This stays in this room! And come up with a plan, damn it!’


Thursday 7 November 2024, 17:17, Black Sea

 

Some twenty metres below the surface of the Black Sea, a black shadow moves slowly westwards. 

‘Lads, we’re approaching the Bosphorus. We’re going deeper now. We’ll lie still and wait until we can go on,’ says Driekus. ‘Phase 1 is nearly done. But now it gets even more exciting. Gezinus, what do your calculations say?’

‘Sunset is at 17:52. That means it’ll be properly dark by 20:00. Until midnight the Bosphorus is open in the westbound direction. After that the direction of traffic reverses, so we have a window of opportunity of four hours,’ says Gezinus.

Berend adds: ‘Turkey has packed the Bosphorus with active and passive sonar and monitoring systems to detect submarines. We really have to stay invisible and inaudible.’

‘The Bosphorus is treacherously narrow and shallow in places. There are even several opposing currents,’ says Gezinus.

The nuclear-powered Pike-class K-295 Samara dives to a depth of 50 metres. The drive train shuts down. She hovers, invisible in the black water of the Black Sea.

Three men close their eyes for a moment. They have two and a half hours until their next adventure. A bit of rest. 




Chapter 9

 

Straits




Thursday 7 November 2024, 19:45, Black Sea, near the Bosphorus

 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 

Driekus, Gezinus and Berend jolt awake from their deep sleep. Confused and startled, they look around. Where are they? Oh yes, in a submarine. 

‘Shit, is there a problem with the oxygen again?’ Gezinus leaps out of bed and heads for the oxygen masks. 

Driekus switches off his little alarm clock. ‘Up you get, lads. We’ve got work to do.’

They had barely managed two hours’ sleep, after more than two nerve-racking days. 

‘I’ll sort the brews,’ says Driekus, pulling a boiler suit out of his bag and stepping into it. Still groggy with sleep, he fumbles the press studs shut and pulls on his slippers. 

He has to laugh at his slippers, because they are yellow and shaped like clogs, with a red-and-black print, just like real clogs. It had been a joke from Berend. 

But Berend had said, seriously: ‘Shoes make a racket, and that’s a risk with all that sensitive listening gear in hunters and other submarines. Besides, the iron floor is freezing cold on your feet.’ You can say a lot about crazy Berend, but he had prepared this project extremely seriously.

Berend and Gezinus also pull on their boiler suits and slippers and walk, yawning, to the control room. They have big bags under their eyes.

Gezinus has a headache. They have to get through a nerve-racking strait and need to focus on that. But two such intense days and so little sleep, that does something to you.

Here the systems hum quietly. The Russian Navy screensaver glides calmly across the big screen of the autonomous system.

Berend taps the screen and it comes to life. ‘It’s just like a big Tesla,’ he mutters. 

Not that he has ever sat in a Tesla himself. He has an old Dodge Ram with a 5.7 HEMI converted to LPG, which does about 10 miles to the gallon, and he loves tinkering with it. ‘No internet, no Bluetooth, untraceable. Apart from the number plate, sadly.’ Keeping that unreadable was the reason he never washed the car.

To tease him, Driekus had hung pink fluffy dice from the rear-view mirror and put stickers on the back. One big sticker with the logo of the GreenLeft party, and another reading: ‘I run on alcohol’.

Gezinus starts with an instruction. ‘Hey Samara, set a course for the Bosphorus. We want to pass through unseen, on the electric motor. We have to be through before midnight. So as not to stand out, I want you to sail as close as possible beneath or beside an oil tanker or container ship. Can you manage that?’

Samara waits two seconds and says: ‘The Bosphorus is 17 nautical miles long. The surface current is 3 knots westwards. The undercurrent is 1 knot eastwards. On electric propulsion, with the new lithium batteries, I can maintain a maximum of 8 knots. With the current battery charge of 87%, I can sail for four hours and ten minutes without the nuclear or diesel propulsion having to step in. Tankers and container ships pass through at six to eight knots. The route will take two to four hours. The westbound route is open until 0:00. The noise of the two small electrically driven propellers will be lost as background noise under the sound of the ship’s large engines and propellers. By sailing directly beneath or beside a tanker, we cannot be detected visually or by active or passive sonar. My rubber coating makes us hard to detect in any case. Shall I identify some ships we could hide under?’

Berend and Gezinus stand there, amazed. Samara is pretty smart. 

‘Yes, identify a ship and set a course.’

Samara presents a map with herself in the middle. A nearby ship is highlighted. A photo appears, along with a string of technical data.

‘The oil tanker Metaljack sails under the Liberian flag and is on her way from Novorossiysk to Murmansk, with a stop in Rotterdam. She is 4 miles from us, ready to enter the Bosphorus at 20:03. Her length is 183 metres, her draught 9.7 metres. I am heading towards her.’

Driekus comes in with a tray of coffee. ‘Brews!’ Gezinus and Berend look up, delighted. ‘Ah, at last, coffee!’ 

At that moment the Samara starts moving and Driekus almost loses his balance. Swearing, he balances the tray and spills coffee over his boiler suit. The men grab the handrails, and Driekus only just manages to keep the mugs upright.

‘No funny business before we’ve had our coffee, lads!’ he shouts in frustration. Two hours’ sleep and then this. He hands out the mugs. They bear the logo of the Russian Pacific Fleet. ‘I always knew you were a secret Marxist, Driekus,’ Gezinus teases. 

They sip the hot drink, breathe in the smell, and feel the caffeine flow through their bodies. That feels good. Their bodies are stiff and their heads heavy.

‘If only I could light up a roll-up of Javaanse Jongens,’ says Gezinus. ‘The ultimate breakfast experience.’

‘Don’t you dare, lad, or every alarm in the place will go off!’ says Berend.

‘With me every alarm’s going off anyway, you stink enough as it is after those two days,’ says Driekus.

‘Yeah, go and have a shower, man,’ says Berend.

Gezinus grins. ‘Yeah, later. Once we’re through the Bosphorus.’

‘Speaking of stinking. Anyone who needs the loo had better go now, because for the next two hours we have to be completely silent,’ says Berend.




Thursday 7 November 2024, 19:56, Moscow

 

‘Your Excellency. Ukraine denies any involvement. They currently have no operations under way in the Black Sea. We’ve approached diplomatic, political and military contacts, and they are highly surprised and agitated.’

‘What did you tell them?’ asks Alexsandr Vjazemski.

‘Nothing about the K-295 or the autonomous systems. We only said that we demand our vessel back, and we left open what kind of vessel it is.’

‘Do you believe Ukraine?’

‘No.’

‘And now?’

‘We’ve launched a large-scale operation. The entire Black Sea fleet has been activated and is searching. We are searching under water, on the water and from the air. We have also moved the satellites into position. We will find her, one way or another.’

‘What scenarios do you have?’

‘As soon as we find her, we force her to the surface, board her, kill the hijackers and bring her back.’

‘And if they don’t surface?’

‘The K-295 must not fall into Ukrainian hands. Then we torpedo her so heavily that nothing is left of her.’

‘And if you don’t find the K-295?’

‘She is very hard to detect. But the crew will have to surface at some point, and then we strike. We are monitoring the entire Black Sea.’

‘Are you absolutely sure there are no weapons on board?’

‘Not according to the documents.’

‘Hmmm. I want an update every two hours.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Alexsandr looks at the red telephone in front of him. He straightens it. Just slightly too far to the left. A fraction to the right. Should he pick up the receiver, give the big boss an update, and teach him never to go behind his back again like that, outside all protocols? ‘No,’ he mutters. He thinks of the people who had gone against the big boss. ‘Then I’ll only get more trouble with that mafia clan. Solve this problem first.’ 




Thursday 7 November 2024, 20:03, Metaljack

 

The sun has set and it is dark at the entrance to the Bosphorus, here on the Black Sea. Lights reflecting in the water reveal a line of ships waiting to enter the Bosphorus one by one.

The signal to depart has just come in on the Metaljack, and a pilot has climbed aboard. 

Silently the Samara moves closer to sail beneath the Metaljack. Samara monitors the Metaljack’s speed, heading and draught, to match herself to them.

The three men realise that this narrow passage is actively monitored, with sonar and cameras from the shore. Berend had also told them that Turkey patrols actively and has buoys with microphones. The Bosphorus is armed to the teeth. One wrong sound, one wrong move, and they will be discovered and fired upon. 

Berend, Driekus and Gezinus hold their breath and watch on the screen as, in 3D, the Samara slides exactly beneath the Metaljack. 

‘It’s just like a James Bond story, this, it is,’ whispers Driekus.

‘Samara,’ whispers Berend, ‘we’re switching to stealth mode. Turkey has the Bosphorus stuffed with sonar systems and microphones.’

The lights in the submarine dim and you hear the pumps running more quietly.

Gezinus zooms out on the screen with two fingers, and now you can see the seabed, buoys, pleasure boats and the shore as well. He plays with the screen, zooms in again, and out again.

‘This is just a really big iPad,’ he whispers.

‘Yeah, with a nuclear power plant,’ whispers Driekus.

‘And waterproof,’ whispers Berend.

‘You hope,’ whispers Driekus.

On the screen the speed goes up to 8 knots. Samara automatically adjusts her speed and the time they will exit the Bosphorus: Current time 20:06. Journey time: 02:08. Destination 22:14.

‘It’s such a shame you won’t get to see the Bosphorus, lads,’ whispers Gezinus. ‘It’s really gorgeous here at night. On both sides you’ve got imposing, lit-up palaces, mosques and minarets, amazing big houses on the water, and pleasure yachts. There’s even a football club with a party island. You can party like mad in Istanbul. Groningen’s got nothing on it. We really have to have a night out here some time.’

‘Yeah, gutted. Quiet now.’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 20:36, J2 CYSINT, NATO HQ Brussels

 

Ethan Harper is on the evening shift. Despite his young age, he has just been promoted from data analyst to central liaison analyst at CYSINT, a new department within NATO’s J2 intelligence. From his workstation in Brussels he looks out at the cars racing past on the motorway. 

His job consists of maintaining contact with liaison officers in the region: Turkey, Greece, Romania and Bulgaria. These NATO members closely monitor digital communications and military movements. 

He has to weigh their information and share it with NATO’s leadership. In practice that mainly means working with the representatives of the Americans, Canada, Britain, France and Germany, who in turn share the information with the military leadership in their own countries. 

He also maintains contacts in Ukraine, which is not officially a NATO member, but given the war with Russia and NATO’s support, all intel from that country is worth analysing and verifying. 

He has just finished a call with Naples, Greece and Turkey about monitoring communications in the eastern Mediterranean from Cyprus. It is heavy going. Those two countries don’t trust each other; they are at loggerheads. So you never get all the information from them. Talking to them one to one often works better. But even then you really have to keep probing, because they’re afraid the other side will get the information too. Tricky.

The Ukrainians can be even worse. They sometimes deliberately send disinformation, hoping NATO won’t verify it and will lend its support. A wrong decision based on wrong information is extremely sensitive, militarily and politically. Before you know it this war escalates and you get exactly what Russia is hoping for: NATO actively joining the war. ‘Insofar as we aren’t already,’ thinks Ethan.

‘Gone half eight, and I’m here until six tomorrow morning,’ thinks Ethan. ‘Time for coffee.’ He logs out (because that’s protocol; anyone who forgets gets a black mark and has to buy cake for the whole department) and walks towards the kitchenette. There is a note on the machine: ‘machine à café en maintenance’. ‘Fine, the Starbucks downstairs has better coffee anyway.’

Ten minutes later Ethan returns to his workstation with a large cup of coffee and logs in. A message from the US is on his screen:

‘Russian naval operation escalating in north-eastern Black Sea, Bay of Karkinit. Objective unknown. Large series of bombardments.’ 

A series of satellite images shows dozens of ships and helicopters systematically sailing into the bay and dropping depth charges. 

A new message appears. Ukraine reports: ‘Accused by Russia of hijacking or sabotaging a vessel in the Black Sea. Accusation denied. No current operations of ours known in that region.’ 

‘Depth charges. That sounds like an underwater drone, or a torpedo. But a vessel? Is Russia claiming it has lost a submarine?’ thinks Ethan.

As long as there are no hard facts behind such claims or assumptions, Ethan can’t raise the alarm. He does have a duty to report, though. 



His curiosity is piqued. Ethan is curious by nature. Otherwise you don’t become a data analyst. You have to know everything, analyse it and then weigh it up.

Is Ukraine making this up, to put Russia in a bad light again? But then why such a big Russian operation? Has Ukraine sunk or stolen a submarine and is keeping quiet about it? Or is Russia looking for an excuse to set up a big operation in the region? Both countries play nasty strategic games.

Ethan knows the file on the region by heart: Russia has suffered quite a few defeats in the Black Sea. Ukraine has already torpedoed 26 strategic ships. Turkey allows no new military vessels through the Bosphorus. So what is Russia hunting? A submarine they claim Ukraine has stolen?

He searches the NATO database with information on Russian submarines in the Black Sea. ‘Russia has several Kilo-class submarines in the Black Sea, of which the Rostov-on-Don was bombed in a dock in the port of Sevastopol. Presumably two, at most three, remain operational.’

‘Why,’ thinks Ethan, ‘why is Russia conducting such a large operation at sea, so close to Ukraine, when it has already lost nearly a third of its fleet?’

‘That’s extremely dangerous for Russia. Something really unusual must be going on,’ he says out loud.

He requests access to American satellite imagery and promptly gets permission. Within a minute a live image appears on his screen. He zooms in on the bay and sees a whole battery of ships and a grid of bomb impacts. The operation is still in full swing.

Ethan gathers the messages, writes up his note and forwards a memo for his superiors to assess:

‘Very high Russian naval activity in the Black Sea near the Bay of Karkinit. Movements and bombardments started 16:10, operation escalated since 19:30. Operation confirmed by satellite. See images. Russia accuses Ukraine of stealing a vessel. Ukraine denies. Possibly a subnautical vessel missing. Unable to confirm.’ 

He ticks his way through a long form; that is protocol too. He finds it rather bureaucratic. But there it is. Only once he has filled in the form completely is he allowed to send it. 

‘Ah, the bureaucracy,’ thinks Ethan. ‘At least three hours of every ten-hour working day I spend on accountability, forms, procedures and processes. And then all those pointless meetings.’

‘Working with a group of people is hard enough, let alone with 32 countries, each with its own culture, its own agenda, and every little player with his own interests, which sometimes clash with the agenda of his own country. Just try keeping all that in line in a politically driven organisation,’ he had been told at his job interview.

‘There’s certainly truth in that,’ thinks Ethan. ‘In times of crisis a top-down approach is sometimes handier. The military approach versus politics, that really is a struggle within NATO. The military are used to working in a structured way, with orders; politics is about forging short-term alliances. Two worlds in one organisation. And that’s why I have so much paperwork…’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 20:48, Sevastopol

 

Boris Suchovienko stands waiting on the quay with five suitcases. It is dark and chilly, but he is wearing three coats on top of each other, so the cold doesn’t bother him. He has bigger worries. 

His wife has just given him a furious dressing-down and driven off with the children to her parents. He immediately packed his suitcases with clothes, and crammed a second suitcase full of his watches, a pistol, jewellery and dollars. 

In the distance he sees the patrol boat coming towards him. That’s Alexei. They have agreed to flee before they are picked up by the secret service. 

The boat moors. Alexei walks out of the wheelhouse to the rail. Alexei doesn’t look good. A big bruise right across his nose. The interrogation must have been rough. 

Alexei gives a grumpy greeting, takes the suitcases and offers Boris a hand to step aboard. 

Boris is lifting his leg over the rail when the boat suddenly opens the throttle. He loses his balance and hooks one leg over the rail, while Alexei lets go of his hand and stares at him, stony-faced. 

Boris screams and falls.

At first he hangs upside down alongside the boat, by his foot, while the boat speeds up. 

The boat accelerates and his foot slips free. Boris falls, making a gurgling sound that is silenced by the salty seawater gushing into his nose, mouth and throat. He disappears into the darkness, under the patrol boat, into the churning, foaming water, as the boat roars off at full speed.

‘The bastard. I hope he drowns,’ Alexei says to Oleg. ‘On to Turkey. We’re rich!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 21:02, Bosphorus

 

While Berend is enjoying the peace and quiet with his eyes closed, Gezinus has been sitting in the Samara’s control room for an hour, frustrated, lips pressed together and literally sitting on his hands. 

They are not allowed to talk, because any sound can be picked up by automatic sonar systems, and probably also by Turkish naval units and customs, who actively listen for activity on and under the water. 

Gezinus and Driekus stare tensely at the screen. On it they see the Metaljack, beneath it the Samara, and beneath that the seabed. 

Numbers refresh every second: sea depth 53 metres, Metaljack draught 9.8 metres, distance sail to Metaljack 10 metres, height K-295 Samara 14.6 metres, distance to seabed 18.6 metres. Speed 7 knots. Countercurrent 1.2 knots. Arrival time 22:13.

‘I’ll sort out some food,’ whispers Driekus. He gets up, stretches, and walks quietly aft. Through the quarters, down, through the canteen and into the galley.

He opens the cold room. There are frozen packs of meat and fish. But he doesn’t dare use the microwave. ‘What if the thing pings when it’s done,’ he thinks. 

He checks the store cupboard. ‘Ha, there’s borscht.’ Carefully, without making a sound, he puts a big pan on the hotplate, silently tears open a big pack of beetroot soup, gently pours the stuff into the pan and turns the knob. 

An electric hotplate. He hadn’t seen one of those in years. That really was something from the eighties. These days people cook on induction. At home Driekus still just cooks on gas. Well, cook. He fries an egg now and then. The deep-fat fryer gets used more often. 

‘Natural gas. From our very own Groningen soil. Once a wonderful, modern, clean way to cook and heat your home, and a blessing for the Dutch welfare state,’ is how he remembers the old advert.

His thoughts wander while he waits for the borscht to heat up. He thinks back to when he was a child, lying in bed at night, and suddenly an orange glow would shine through his curtains. It was the NAM flaring off natural gas, when more came out of the ground than could be stored or transported. He had crept out of bed and stood at the window in his pyjamas, watching. A jet of flame dozens of metres high, on top of an iron tower, lit up the wide expanse of the flat Peat Colonies, all the way to the horizon. 

‘The gas that gave us earthquakes, that literally sucked us dry, undermined us, and left us abandoned and cheated by our own government, because they thought the revenue mattered more than our safety. Gas money and antisocial energy levies. The reason we are now sailing twenty metres under water in a nuclear submarine.’ 

Suddenly the Samara lurches up and down. 

Driekus jumps. For a moment he and the pan of borscht seem to float weightlessly and threaten to come down hard. ‘That pan!’ Driekus panics. ‘It mustn’t make a sound!’ He dives forward and catches the hot pan just before it bounces off the galley’s metal floor. The red soup splatters all over the galley, and all over Driekus too. 

He bites his lip to keep from making a sound. ‘Oh, heck! It’s like an earthquake! No time to clean up this mess,’ thinks Driekus. He runs to the control room as fast as he dares in his slippers. 

‘What happened?’ he whispers.

‘Turns out the seabed here is only 32 metres deep,’ whispers Berend. 

‘Did we hit something?’

‘No, but Samara is programmed to avoid objects at ten metres’ distance, and there’s too little room between the Metaljack’s keel and the seabed. We’ll have to navigate this stretch by hand, or she’ll plough into the seabed or slam into the ship.’

‘By hand?’

‘Are you bleeding?’

‘No, it’s soup.’

‘Have we been spotted?’

‘No idea. We have to stay quiet.’

As the Samara makes another jerky movement up and down, Gezinus sits down at a wall of controls full of knobs, sliders and analogue gauges and whispers, wide-eyed: ‘I’ll work the fins, if you tell me what to do.’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 21:05, CYSINT, NATO HQ Brussels

 

Ethan is in a video call with the NATO SHAPE staff. He has to explain his memo. No fewer than fourteen officers look gravely into the camera. Even though they have blurred their backgrounds, replacing them with the NATO or OTAN logo, mostly alongside the flag of their own country, it is clear that most of them are working from home.

‘Russia has bombarded the entire Bay of Karkinit with depth charges and is deploying heavy equipment at sea and in the air. But according to our joint intel there are no drones or torpedoes there at all. Nobody from NATO or Ukraine is running an operation with frogmen there. So we don’t know what Russia is hunting. This operation is gigantic. There is also a great deal of communication going on between Sevastopol and Moscow. We can’t substantiate the hypothesis that they’ve lost a submarine themselves, but it is worrying. At present there are three Kilo-class submarines left in the Black Sea, two of them operational and both carrying nuclear warheads. Neither is in this bay.’

‘We will ask Russia for clarification through diplomatic channels,’ France offers.

‘Then we will approach Ukraine militarily and diplomatically,’ says Germany.

‘Ethan, we’ll arrange access to Russian communications for you through CIS. You’ll also get full access to live satellite and satellite archive imagery for 24 hours,’ says the UK.

‘Incidentally, this is an opportunity for Ukraine to decimate the Russian fleet there. They’re sailing in a very vulnerable corner. We’ll consult with OPS J5 on whether there’s operational capacity and will advise the Supreme Allied Commander Europe and the North Atlantic Council,’ says the US.

‘We are not waiting for that. We will step up our deployment in the Black Sea. And in accordance with protocol we are closing the Bosphorus,’ Turkey adds.

‘We’ll bring in Joint Force Command Naples, Allied Maritime Command, Romania and Bulgaria. We’ll reconvene here in 90 minutes for an update, unless an acute situation arises,’ the chair concludes.


Thursday 7 November 2024, 21:34, Bosphorus

 

On the screen, red warning symbols light up above and below the 3D image of the Samara.

‘Depth 38 metres, 5 metres clearance above and 8.6 below,’ whispers Berend, looking anxiously at the screen. ‘A touch down, Gezinus.’ 

Gezinus pulls a big lever in front of him slightly towards himself. He is tense. One wrong manoeuvre and they crash. In the least bad case they will have to surface and will be discovered at once. In the worst case the vessel will spring a leak, fill with water and they will drown.

‘6 metres above, 7.5 below.’

‘Does it get any shallower?’

Berend runs his finger across the big screen to see the depth further along the Bosphorus. 

‘Mainly at the end, where it’s barely 30 metres.’ Driekus is bad at mental arithmetic. Thirty minus ten is twenty, twenty minus fifteen. That’s five metres, so 2.5 metres of play above and below. 

‘Then there only has to be something lying on the bottom and we crash,’ he whispers, wide-eyed.

‘The current keeps changing. Driekus, will you adjust the speed by hand?’ whispers Gezinus.

‘Make sure you don’t go too fast or too slow,’ Berend whispers to Driekus. ‘I’ll tell you the knots and how straight we are under the oil tanker.’

Gezinus nervously hums a certain Beatles tune about a yellow submarine under his breath. He is sweating. 

When Samara navigates herself, it is child’s play. But operating a nuclear submarine by hand is normally done by a large, trained crew, just for propulsion, depth and heading alone. Not by two blokes from Groningen.

‘It’s getting deeper again here, 48 metres, 52 metres, 55 metres,’ whispers Berend. ‘Only the last stretch gets really shallow.’

‘Okay, well done, lads,’ whispers Driekus. ‘My suggestion is that we sail the last stretch of the Bosphorus right alongside the oil tanker. And hope nobody sees us. Luckily it’s good and dark outside.’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 22:06, Bosphorus

 

Only the small bow wave of a black conning tower betrays, in the deep darkness and silence of the evening, that here in the Bosphorus a submarine has secretly surfaced right beside an oil tanker. 

In the belly of the K-295 Samara a man sits in total silence, staring tensely at the screen. He whispers instructions to two men sitting side by side, steering the submarine through the narrow strait.

In the crew’s quarters a rucksack lies on a bunk. The phone’s screen lights up: battery 11%. The signal indicator switches from no signal to one bar.


Thursday 7 November 2024, 22:06, GRUc HQ, Moscow

 

‘Pling!’ An alert appears on Dunya’s screen. She looks up and sits up straight. The Chinese mechanic’s phone! Contact! 

Suddenly adrenaline is surging through her body. She looks around to make sure nobody is watching. She starts two processes: the first to find out which mobile network the phone is connected to, and the second to break into the phone.

The left-hand screen produces a list of network routes. The right-hand screen sends a manipulated text message to the phone number she got from the mechanic. ‘Let it be an Android,’ she thinks. ‘Then I’m in in no time.’

It feels like an eternity. Within a minute she gets a text back. It worked. She’s in! ‘Of course it was an Android. China. What did you expect?’ 

She quickly reads out the device’s status. 10% battery, weak GPRS connection. And then the connection drops.

‘Shit!’ she says out loud. She looks around. The man next to her still has his headphones on. Everyone is busy with their own work.

She looks at the second screen. The list has stopped. At the bottom it says: 

Turkcell Mobil. 

‘Turkey?’ she thinks.

She clicks on the name and sees information about the phone mast the phone just had contact with: eNB ID 843981, Cell 12 ID 216059148, LTE. Address: Kennedy Caddesi, Istanbul, Turkey.

‘Turkey!’

She copies and pastes the address, and a map appears. She looks around the map in street view mode. Kennedy Avenue is a long four-lane road along the northern waterfront in Istanbul, along the Bosphorus.

She lets this information sink in and thinks. ‘The phone with this number just connected to a mast in Istanbul. Did I get the right number? What if I misheard that mechanic and I’m on a wild goose chase? But if the number is right… then that phone has travelled all the way from Sevastopol to Turkey. Then the K-295 is sailing through the Bosphorus right now!’

She tries to contact the phone again. No signal. She thinks. She checks the number she had written down. It’s correct. The only logical explanation is that the K-295 is in Istanbul. Despite the GLONASS locations. But she knows from an earlier mission that those can be manipulated. 

She thinks back to that mission. Hungary. All her missions had been successful. Except that one mission in Budapest. She had tracked down a NATO hacker, who in turn had been on her trail. The mission had failed. Her only failed mission ever. She pushes the thought away. She has to act.

Dunya picks up her phone and calls. ‘This is Dunya Kovalenko, special investigator of the GRUc service. I have critical intel about the K-295 Samara. She is sailing through Istanbul, in the Bosphorus.’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 22:29, Sea of Marmara

 

‘Now I’m really starving, lads!’ shouts Driekus. ‘And I’m putting on a clean boiler suit.’ 

‘Did you wet yourself?’ jokes Gezinus.

Driekus points at the red stains of beetroot soup. ‘Beetroot soup down your pants, Gezinus. Beetroot anyway, yuck, time for meat!’

‘Phew, that really was nerve-racking,’ says Gezinus. He wipes his clammy hands on his boiler suit. ‘I’m off for a shower.’

Berend has switched Samara back to autonomous sailing. The submarine glides silently at sixteen knots, some 25 metres below the surface, through the Sea of Marmara. 

‘We’ve got five hours’ rest, lads. Shower, eat, sleep. After that it’s back to work.’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 22:31, Moscow

 

Minister of Defence Alexsandr Vjazemski rests his elbows on his desk, holding his head in his hands so that his cheeks are pushed up. He looks tired. 

There is a knock.

‘Yes.’ 

The heavy wooden door swings open and six officers step in. ‘Your Excellency.’ The officers begin a discussion.

‘We have verified the GRUc information. Based on the phone data, the K-295 does indeed appear to be in Istanbul. So the submarine may not be in Ukrainian hands. We’ve been fooled with fake GLONASS data. This points to the involvement of a country with advanced cyber capabilities and very large budgets.’

‘Surely we can’t assume on the basis of one little phone signal that an ultra-modern nuclear submarine has simply sailed off to Istanbul? That could have been a simple glitch. The most logical culprit is Ukraine. The K-295 is still just somewhere in the Black Sea.’

‘We must also allow for a deserted crew of the K-295. She may now be in Turkish hands, and therefore automatically NATO’s. Turkey has closed the Bosphorus. No ship gets in or out. I find that suspicious. It gives Turkey the chance to examine the K-295 unseen and tow her away.’

‘But NATO has already asked for clarification through France. Why would they do that if they already have the submarine? There is another scenario: that the submarine enters the Aegean within ten to twelve hours. She is untraceable. In that case she is in the hands of a terrorist organisation and we must warn Turkey so they can help us.’ 

‘Ask Turkey for help? Have you gone mad?’ says Alexsandr Vjazemski. ‘Here is what we’ll do:

a) We are not going to tell NATO any more than they already know. They apparently know we’ve lost a vessel and are hunting it. It’s an exercise. Tell them that. You may confirm that diplomatically. Nothing more. 

b) I want the entire crew of the K-295 dragged out of bed, counted and questioned.

c) Tell Sevastopol to stop the whole operation in that bay now and pull back all the ships. We are far too vulnerable to Ukraine. They could send missiles at any moment; for all we know this is a premeditated plan to decimate us. 

d) Activate your team in Istanbul. Have them search for the K-295 so they can sink her. Make sure nothing is left of her. 

e) I want live satellite images of the whole region. Have the GRUc keep digging and see whether they can gain remote control of the submarine. 

f) Send our frigates in the Aegean to the mouth of the Dardanelles, but stay outside territorial waters. Should terrorists sail the K-295 there, we’ll catch them. Agreed?’

The officers look at each other and nod. The old boss hasn’t lost his edge, not by a long way. They walk out of the room. The guards close the doors. 

There is another knock on his door.

‘Yes.’

One of the officers steps in.

‘Your Excellency, just one more thing. Boris Suchovienko has been found. He drowned in the bay of Sevastopol. His body appears to have been ripped open by a ship’s propeller.’

‘A ship’s propeller,’ thinks Alexsandr. ‘The work of the secret service? They are masters at getting rid of turncoats in the most gruesome ways. You accidentally fall out of a window. Or you drink tea with a funny taste. Or you have a little accident in your car. Boris was in with the mafia. The secret service is the mafia. The big boss is the mafia. Our beautiful, heroic country has been reduced to a soulless petrol station for the world, controlled by this corrupt mafia, which lines its pockets with dollars and euros in exchange for oil and natural gas.’

He nods and waves the officer away. Solve this problem first.




Thursday 7 November 2024, 22:38, CYSINT, NATO HQ Brussels

 

‘I have just received a diplomatic response from Russia,’ says the Frenchman in mediocre English, with an unmistakable sing-song accent that rises in pitch at the end of every sentence.

Ethan is in the 22:30 update call. There are now eighteen people in the video call. The live satellite feed he is sharing with them shows that the bombardments in the Bay of Karkinit have stopped and the ships and helicopters are turning back.

‘Russia says it was an exercise, and that they are now ending it,’ the Frenchman continues. ‘An exercise with a supposedly missing vessel that had to be hunted down.’

‘Nobody believes that,’ several participants respond. ‘Such a risky operation, on such a scale, with so many bombardments?’ 

‘And then accusing Ukraine of sabotaging or hijacking a vessel? What’s the point of that in an operation like this?’

‘This is typical Russia again. They keep all their cards close to their chest. Something bigger is going on. But what?’

‘Ethan, scenarios, please.’ 

Ethan sits up straight and clears his throat. 

‘We have confirmation from satellite imagery that there are three Kilo-class diesel submarines left in the Black Sea, two of them operational. One of those is in the port of Novorossiysk; the other was located by sonar near Sochi, and we can see a heat trail in the water there by satellite.’ 

‘So it is highly unlikely that a submarine has gone missing. But the Russian claim that this was an exercise is even less credible. It is pure speculation, but it is theoretically possible that Russia has managed to get another submarine into the Black Sea. In theory that is possible via the inland waterways or via the Bosphorus.’

At that remark the Turkish delegate raises his bushy eyebrows, turns down the corners of his mouth and shakes his head.

The chair concludes: ‘The operation in the bay is over, so for now we’re switching to a lower alert phase. My advice is to keep the Bosphorus closed until 9:00 tomorrow morning and to step up monitoring. I expect proactive monitoring and research throughout the night. We’ll speak tomorrow morning at 8:30. Should there be any developments, we’ll dial in.’




Friday 8 November 2024, 02:45, Sea of Marmara

 

Beep beep. Beep beep. Beep beep. Driekus clicks off the alarm on his Casio. ‘That’s a better alarm clock,’ he thinks. Food, a shower and a few hours’ sleep have done him good. 

‘Mornin’, lads. To work.’

Berend and Gezinus turn over, yawn and stretch. The men scratch their heads and get up. They put on their boiler suits and slippers. It remains a comical sight. Green boiler suits and yellow clogs, and in a submarine at that, instead of out on the Groningen peat.

Samara’s screen lights up and the men see that all systems are operational. They are sailing through the sea at around 28 knots.

‘It’s remarkable, really, how the Russians have developed their submarine technology,’ says Gezinus. ‘A double hull, so you can keep sailing and breathing, with no pressure problems, even if there’s a leak. A rubber skin, against sonar detection. The propeller was always their weak spot; it made a lot of noise. But at one point, despite sanctions and trade restrictions, they managed to buy machines from Toshiba in Japan and Kongsberg in Norway that let them make silent propellers too. That turned into an international row. But the Samara really is on a whole other level now, with fully autonomous systems. This is still a conversion, but you can bet that the new generation of submarines won’t need a crew at all. So no life support, no heating, no oxygen, no food. Gigantic underwater drones, with nuclear warheads.’

‘That’s actually pretty scary,’ says Driekus. ‘What if a drone like that decides by itself to start firing missiles?’ 

‘Then we enter the Terminator era. Machines against machines, and machines against people. There are already those creepy drones that explode right next to your head. But for now the Samara isn’t capable of firing missiles without human instruction. And luckily there aren’t any on board.’

‘Shall we talk about something cheerful?’ asks Gezinus. ‘How do you think things are at home? And with Jelle and Gerda? Shouldn’t we let them know how we’re doing?’

‘Once we’re safely through the Dardanelles, we’ll send them a message.’

‘Will we have to steer by hand again?’

‘Who knows. We’ll ask Samara. We’ll have to be whisper-quiet again soon, though.’

‘Ssssh!’ Gezinus suddenly hisses in alarm, and he freezes. 

Driekus and Berend jump. What has Gezinus heard? 

Gezinus looks around in panic.

Berend and Driekus look at him, frightened and questioning, and look around too.

Suddenly Gezinus bursts into song at the top of his voice:

the chorus of that Beatles number about the yellow submarine, bellowed off-key at full volume.

And he laughs very loudly, doubled up with laughter.

Driekus and Berend thump him. 

‘Prat!’

‘Knob!’

‘Sorry, lads, I just had to. I’m so bad with silence, and I could still get away with it now!’

‘Come on, we’re nearly there, let’s get ready.’

‘Aye aye, Captain Birdseye.’

‘Brew?’

‘Yesssss.’




Friday 8 November 2024, 03:09, Dardanelles

 

Gezinus speaks to the screen: ‘Samara, we’re approaching the Dardanelles. Do the same as in the Bosphorus. Identify a ship and stay right beneath it.’ 

Samara waits two seconds and says: ‘I have analysed your manual navigation actions and can now sail through shallow and narrower waters myself. The Dardanelles strait is 38 nautical miles long. The surface current is 2 knots westwards. The undercurrent is 2 knots eastwards. On electric propulsion I can maintain a maximum of 7 knots. Tankers and container ships pass through at eight to ten knots. With the current battery charge of 98%, I can sail for four hours and 45 minutes without the nuclear or diesel propulsion having to step in. The route will take four and a half to five hours.’ 

‘Whoa, hang on,’ says Gezinus. ‘Ships go faster there than we can? Then how do we carry on unseen once our guide ship overtakes us? And do we even have enough power?’

Berend looks up, at a loss. ‘We can’t sail in the open, we’d definitely be detected. Same if we start the nuclear or diesel propulsion.’

Driekus looks at both men. This is a big problem. He thinks. 

He thinks for a long time.

‘Frogger!’ he shouts. The other two look at him in surprise.




Friday 8 November 2024, 04:06, Ayancık, Turkey

 

Alexei peers into the night through his binoculars across the sea and sees little lights in the distance. ‘Oleg, we’re here. Ayancık. Easy now.’ 

The patrol boat has spent a good many hours at full throttle and now slows down. 

Ayancık is a small port town on the northern Turkish coast, with a sandy beach, a promenade with palm trees and hills behind it. 

‘That jetty must be here somewhere. Engine off,’ whispers Alexei. The boat slowly approaches the bay.

Alexei knows the town from his military training. Not that he has ever been there. But it was known for the old American radar station from the Cold War. He had once had to study it as training for a raid.

The surf in the bay whispers softly. The grey patrol boat bumps against the jetty. Oleg jumps onto the jetty and ties up the boat. 

They had taken Boris’s clothes out of the suitcases, tried them on and put them on so they would look like civilians. The rest of the clothes they had thrown overboard. The money, weapons and jewellery they had divided between two big bags. 

‘Quick, out of sight, we need to hide.’ 

With their bags over their shoulders they hurry along the jetty, looking for a sheltered spot to sleep somewhere, to carry on as tourists tomorrow and rent a car. 

They turn left past a few eateries and coffee houses. The narrow streets are lined on both sides with apartment blocks four to six storeys high. The town is deserted. 

They reach a square by a hotel. Alexei pulls at the big door, but can’t get it open. 

Oleg rattles the door aggressively. ‘Maybe I can get it open.’ 

‘Behave yourself, we don’t want to draw attention,’ says Alexei.

But it was too late. From a police van on the other side of the square, two officers hear the two men speaking Russian. 

Two Russians, in the dead of night, in thick long winter coats. That does stand out in this sleepy little town. The officers get out and walk towards the men.

‘Good evening, gentlemen. Is everything all right?’

Alexei and Oleg start and look round. 

‘Shit,’ thinks Alexei. ‘I don’t understand a word. Don’t speak any Turkish.’

He grins and says: ‘Yes, yes.’

The officers see Alexei’s battered face as he puts his bag down, crouches and goes to unzip it.

Neither officer trusts it. One keeps his hand near his gun.

‘Stop!’ shouts the other. ‘Passport!’

Oleg drops his bag and throws his hands in the air.

Alexei holds out his open left hand, looks at the officers, and with his other hand slowly unzips the bag.

One of the officers draws his pistol and aims it at Alexei.

‘Dollars,’ says Alexei. ‘Dollars.’ He grins.

He slowly takes a wad of money out of the bag and holds it out to the officers. 

The officers look at each other and at the Russian. 

‘Is he trying to bribe us?’

Alexei notices that the officers aren’t biting. 

His hand slowly sinks into the bag. 

He feels for the pistol. 

‘Hands up!’ shouts the officer. 

‘Passports, now!’

Alexei feels the pistol, grabs it, whips it out of the bag and aims at the officer. The other officer fires at once. 

The shot cracks through the silent town and echoes off the hills. 

Startled pigeons flutter out of the trees with their typical clattering, whooshing wingbeats.

Alexei has been hit in the shoulder. He screams in pain, drops the pistol and falls to the ground himself. Oleg had ducked for cover.

The officers overpower and handcuff Oleg and Alexei and drag them roughly into their van. The diesel van starts and speeds off.

At the police station they shove Oleg and the bleeding Alexei into a cell. The officers check the big bags. To their amazement they are full of money, jewellery, watches and numerous passports, all of the same bald man, but under different names and nationalities every time. 

Under the men’s clothes they find another layer of army clothing. The officers realise these are no ordinary thieves. These are Russian soldiers. This is the Russian mafia. 


Friday 8 November 2024, 05:46, Dardanelles

 

On the screen Berend watches the Samara sailing beneath a container ship. The container ship is doing 9 knots, the Samara 7. Agonisingly slowly, the container ship pulls ahead. 

They had already played this little game three times. 

Driekus had explained it: ‘Back in the day I used to play Frogger on my Commodore 64. You didn’t have that on your Amiga, did you, Shitema,’ he teases Berend. 

‘You were a frog and you had to jump onto floating logs and turtles. They drifted horizontally in rows, alternately left and right. The aim was to ride along on the logs and turtles, jump at the right moment and get across that way. If you jumped too early or too late, you fell in the water and you were out. Here, dozens of ships sail exactly the same route. We do the same thing, only going along with them. Leapfrog, but underneath!’

Gezinus and Berend look at him quizzically. ‘Leapfrog underneath?’

‘Yes. We lie right under the shipping lane. We start moving just before a big ship passes over us. We sail along with it as long as we can. As soon as it has pulled too far ahead, we stop and drift on. Until the next ship comes along, then we ride along with that one for a bit. That way we “hop” our way through this strait.’

Berend looks at Driekus, amazed. That fat broccoli farmer is cleverer than he looks. 

‘Samara, were you listening? Is that realistic?’

Samara was silent for four seconds. ‘There are currently eleven container ships and six large oil tankers behind us. We can ride along, stop and ride along again fifteen times. According to my calculations we cannot be detected while lying still, nor while riding along. There is a 97% to 106% probability that we have enough power on board, depending on currents and the number of start-ups. My advice is to start up no more than twelve times to stay above 100% probability. Shall I analyse the suitable ships, calculate a procedure and start autonomous navigation?’

‘Er, okay,’ says Berend, surprised at how quick on the uptake Samara is.

‘Route calculation complete. The next start-up begins in three minutes, when the RED OPAL comes along. Length 175 metres, beam 31 metres, draught 8 metres, 10 knots, westbound.’

‘This is TomTom on steroid pills,’ says Gezinus.

‘I don’t want to know who Tom is or what pills you’ve been taking,’ jokes Driekus.

‘You really don’t want to know any of that, haha,’ laughs Gezinus.




Friday 8 November 2024, 07:27, Ayancık, Turkey

 

Oleg is sitting in a cold cell. What has he got himself into? For weeks he was bored to death, and now suddenly he’s in fucking Turkey, in a filthy prison. 

In the cell next to him he hears Alexei swearing. He hears Alexei being hit and shouted at. Then he hears Alexei roar with pain, and it goes quiet.

His cell door swings open. Two frighteningly broad Turkish soldiers come in. Oleg flinches and holds his hands in front of his face. He gets a slap. In broken Russian the man asks:

‘Name and rank?’

Oleg is trembling with fear.

‘NAME AND RANK!’

‘Oleg Sibiryakov, naval guard, Sevastopol.’

‘Naval guard? What are you doing here?’

‘Can I make a phone call? This is a misunderstanding.’

The Turkish soldier bursts out laughing. ‘You can call your mummy later, boy. Out with it, what are you doing here?’

‘I was ordered by head of security Alexei Durov to sail here. I don’t know anything else.’

‘Alexei is the man next door?’

‘Da.’

‘What is your mission?’

‘Guarding a project, sir.’

‘What project?’

‘I can’t say, sir.’

‘A project here?’

‘No, Sevastopol.’

‘In the harbour? Then what are you doing all the way over here?’

‘Alexei’s orders, sir. I don’t know anything else.’

‘Where did you get all that money and jewellery?’

‘That’s not mine, it’s Boris Suchovienko’s.’

‘Who?’

‘Head of Sevastopol naval base, sir.’

‘Where is he?’

‘In the sea.’

The soldier stomps off. Oleg hears him yank open Alexei’s cell door. Hears a punch and a scream, and the man stomps back.

‘I don’t believe a word of your story. Do you want me to deal with you too?’ The man comes at Oleg menacingly with his fists and lands a hard blow to his head.

Oleg’s head spins.

Another blow. Everything goes black.

‘I’m going to finish off your friend now if you don’t talk, and you’re next!’ shouts the soldier.

Oleg shivers with fear, bursts into tears, starts to hyperventilate and, snivelling, stammers out: ‘I-it it’s a-all m-my fault!’

The soldier’s attitude changes all at once. He puts his hand on Oleg’s shoulder and says: ‘Go on, lad. Tell me everything.’

Oleg starts crying even harder. And begins an incoherent stream of broken sentences. ‘Well, first there was, like, a fishing boat, and we found drink, loads of drink, and, like, contraband, and then we stole the drink and drank it and and, and,’

Oleg sobs. 

‘We drank because we weren’t getting paid and we were hungry and and’

Oleg wipes his wet face with the sleeve of Boris’s ridiculously expensive and far too big coat.

‘I was supposed to be on lookout, and I saw this fishing boat, and then we drank a lot, and we woke up, and then she was gone.’

‘Who was gone?’

‘Samara.’

‘Your colleague?’

‘No.’

‘Your girlfriend?’

‘No!’ said Oleg, irritated. ‘The Samara! The submarine!’

Through the walls he heard Alexei cursing and raging. He had overheard the conversation. ‘Shut your trap, Oleg, shut your bloody mouth!’ 

‘Submarine?’ The soldier got up and walked back to Alexei. 

‘What submarine?’

Alexei spits on the floor. The gob of phlegm is full of blood. He grins at the Turkish soldier. And gets a hard slap.




Friday 8 November 2024, 08:14, Dardanelles

 

‘Sixteen per cent power,’ whispers Berend. ‘I’m starting to find this a bit tense. We’ve still got nearly an hour to go.’

The Samara lay motionless on the western side of the Dardanelles, at a depth of fourteen metres, invisible from above and undetectable from the water. The sun had been up for an hour and slanted its light across the water from the east. 

On the screen, the big container ship they had been sailing under pulls away ahead of them. It will be at least a quarter of an hour before the next ship passes over them.

Gezinus is eating himself up. He can’t move, and worse still: he can’t talk. He sits drumming his fingers, looking around nervously. Pipes and lines and cables everywhere. Old equipment cabinets with gauges and screens. It could do with a lick of paint. He has often spent weeks at sea, but not in a sealed sardine tin like this. He misses fresh air and daylight.

Agonisingly slowly, the oil tanker draws closer. ‘Hurry up. I need the loo as well.’ It is so quiet he can hear his own heartbeat pounding. Ba-boom. Ba-boom. Ba-boom. He hears himself breathing. And he can hear Driekus, sitting next to him, breathing too. Through his nose. And it makes a slight whistling sound. So irritating. Where is that oil tanker?

Samara automatically measures the distance and speed of the oil tanker. As soon as it is a third of the way over her, she runs the electric motors at maximum. That way they can ride along for quite a while, until the oil tanker is two-thirds past. That is the moment she switches off the motors and drifts on forwards until she slowly comes to a halt. Waiting for the next ship. Luckily there is no sideways current, or they would drift too far from under the ship and could be detected.

Gezinus is bored. That childish Beatles song about the yellow submarine is stuck in his head, the whole first verse going round and round on repeat.









Time to see the sun for a bit. Hurry up, Samara. Come on!




Friday 8 November 2024, 08:16, NATO HQ Brussels

 

Ethan is queuing at Starbucks, because the coffee machine on his floor is still broken. Ahead of him in the queue a jovial, tall, slim bloke in a suit is chatting and laughing with the staff, in bad English. 

He knows the face but doesn’t know who it is. He sounds Swedish or Danish or something. Definitely not military, more of a politician. The man orders: ‘Yes, koet morning! Hi! How are you! Zo greet to see you akain! Ken ai hef a keppetsjino and a bag of tsjokelet kookees? Zenk you! Bye! Have a kreet day!’ 

‘How can anyone be that cheerful this early. And get a move on, man, I’ve got a call in a minute,’ thinks Ethan. He orders, gets his coffee cup and sprints to the lift. 

He flops into his desk chair and logs in. Nine minutes to go. Ethan reads whether there are any updates. It has stayed quiet in the Black Sea. Good.

Ethan searches the NATO database, submarines section. Russia has lots of submarines. Some badly outdated. Others have been waiting years for an overhaul, with delays. They even leased one to India. But at the same time Russia is also building new submarines. 

Until late last night he had been compiling an overview of all Russian submarines, their known berths and their possible positions. He had fallen asleep halfway through verifying the location of every submarine one by one on the basis of satellite data, sonar readings and intelligence. This morning he had woken with a start behind his desk when the first colleagues came in.

‘Pling.’ It’s 8:30. Time for the call. Ethan quickly straightens his hair a bit and logs in. Eighteen participants again. 

Ethan begins: ‘The Russian operation in the Black Sea has ended. The investigation into the location of all submarines will be completed in half an hour.’

The chair looks satisfied. ‘Fine, keep us posted. For now this situation is downgraded to alert. Turkey, the Bosphorus can reopen, unless any participants object.’

The Turkish delegate isn’t paying attention, though. He is on mute, talking animatedly into his phone. Making calls during a call is frowned upon, so the chair stares into the camera and prompts: ‘Turkey?’

The Turkish delegate looks into the camera, puts his phone away and says: 

‘I just received an urgent call from our military intelligence service. Last night two deserted Russian naval guards entered our country. They have been arrested and interrogated. One of them claims that a Russian nuclear submarine is missing.’ The man puts on his reading glasses, picks up a note and reads aloud: ‘the K-295 Samara. Missing from Sevastopol since Thursday morning between 02:00 and 08:00.’

All the participants look up in alarm. This backs up Ukraine’s claim that Russia had accused it of hijacking a vessel. And it also explains Russia’s large-scale operation in the Black Sea. 

‘A nuclear submarine? In the Black Sea?’ asks the chair.

Ethan starts searching like mad and says: ‘The K-295 Samara is an Akula-class nuclear submarine…’

‘Haha,’ the American representative starts to laugh. ‘Akula is the Typhoon class, that’s the biggest submarine in the world. You’d never get one of those into the Black Sea.’

‘No, wait,’ says Ethan. ‘There are two kinds of Akula. That’s the NATO designation. But there’s also the Shchuka-B Akula. Those are smaller nuclear submarines. Russia uses the name Shchuka. It means pike.’

The group starts talking over each other. The chair calls for silence. ‘Where is the K-295 Samara?’

Ethan searches. ‘According to our data she’s in a shed in the harbour at Zvezdochka, on the White Sea. She was supposed to be finished in 2023 after an extensive refit, to go into service with the Pacific Fleet. I’m checking via the satellites now.’

The group waits impatiently. Several participants start searching themselves. 

Ethan zooms in with the live satellite on the gigantic shed in the northern harbour. There is little activity. He scrolls through the history of the location. He can’t find anything quickly. You’d have to go back hours, days, weeks, maybe even months and hope to find something. That will take hours. Days.

Then something occurs to him. Sevastopol, they had said. He pulls up the satellite image of the port city and limits his search to between now and a few days ago. He scrolls through the images. In the big harbour you can see, at hourly intervals, a razor-sharp photo from above of ships arriving, casting off and mooring. 

And there, out of the corner of his eye, he sees it. In the small outer harbour. He scrolls back and forth, left and right. In the images up to Thursday 7 November, 6:00, almost indistinguishable from the dark seawater, lies the dark silhouette of a submarine. In the photo from Thursday 7 November, 7:00, it is gone. 

Ethan shares the images with the group.

Everyone starts talking loudly at once. ‘That’s no Kilo-class submarine! How could we have missed that!’ ‘A refitted nuclear submarine in the Black Sea?’ ‘With nuclear warheads?’ ‘And Russia has lost her???!’ ‘Then who’s got the thing?’ ‘And where is the submarine now??!’

The chair calls for silence. He thinks. 

‘We need to escalate this immediately to SACEUR, MARCOM and the NAC. I need scenarios and actions.’

The participants start a discussion.

‘The K-295 has been missing without a trace for over 25 hours. She could be somewhere deep in the Black Sea, sunk, or hidden, or in the Sea of Azov, or she could have gone through the Bosphorus long ago, in which case she’s now in the Aegean.’

‘Impossible,’ says Turkey. ‘The Bosphorus is closed, we jointly monitor for submarines with active and passive sonar, and our navy actively listens for activity.’

The Greek representative folds his arms and makes a scornful noise, but says nothing.

‘We need to take sonar soundings across the whole region,’ says France. ‘We have new active/passive sonar buoys.’

‘We also need to start checking for increased radioactivity.’

‘We’ll ask Russia for clarification and also offer help,’ says Germany.

‘Offer Russia help?’ asks the US.

‘Yes. Do you realise how serious this is? Think about it. A Russian nuclear submarine is missing. If it has an accident, it could mean a second Chernobyl. Only ten times worse. Because vessels of this type carry nuclear warheads. Who controls the K-295? Ukraine? Then we no longer have them under control either. What if they fire a nuclear-tipped Kalibr at Moscow? Then this escalates into a third world war. May I remind you that we have always been very much against extra weapons for Ukraine?’

‘Do you think Ukraine could have trained a crew of seventy to hijack and operate a nuclear submarine? I doubt it. It strikes me as an accident. The thing has sunk. Just like that submarine in China recently.’

‘It could also be Russian deserters. The K-295’s crew, making off with her. Then we need to find them and help them. We’d very much like to know what technology is inside a refitted Russian nuclear submarine.’

‘But what if they’re trained terrorists? Trying to start a nuclear war? What if they fire at Ankara, Rome, Paris or London? Kalibr missiles have a range of 2,500 kilometres.’

‘Or Tehran. Or Tel Aviv. Or Riyadh.’

‘Holy shit. We have to warn Moscow. That we won’t let ourselves be provoked into a nuclear war, and that they shouldn’t either.’




Friday 8 November 2024, 09:04, Moscow

 

‘Knock knock.’

‘Yes.’

Alexsandr Vjazemski looks up from his papers as the heavy wooden door of his office opens.

His staff line up in front of his desk. They wait until the door is closed.

‘Your Excellency. NATO has called us. The Bosphorus stays closed. They know about the K-295. They’ve also given a specific time of disappearance: between six and seven o’clock yesterday morning.’

‘How the hell do they know more than we do? Are they behind this themselves?’

‘They are seriously worried about a nuclear disaster. They want to make clear they have no role in this whatsoever. They fear a nuclear explosion or a nuclear attack and ask us, in the event of an attack, not to respond.’

‘Not respond? So they can wipe out Moscow without any retaliation?’

‘They say they won’t respond either, should one of their countries be attacked.’

‘Hmmm. Do you believe them?’

‘We trust no one, sir.’

‘There are no nuclear warheads in the K-295, are there?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Are you absolutely certain?’




‘Yes, sir. The K-295 was transported to the Black Sea without weapons, we have verified this. She wasn’t due to be loaded until next week.’

‘So if there is an attack, it won’t come from the K-295. It will be them.’

‘Then let them go on believing there might be a warhead on board.’

‘Sir, they are offering to work together to search for the Samara, and where necessary to shoot missiles out of the sky.’

‘Do they know where she is?’

‘It doesn’t look like it, sir.’

‘Has your team in Istanbul found her yet?’

‘She no longer seems to be there, sir.’

‘Has China put software in her so that it can send the boat out without a crew on a mission of its own?’

‘We consider that highly unlikely.’

‘May I make a remark, sir? The stealth and autonomous technologies work remarkably well. She passed through the Bosphorus undetected, and Turkey and NATO noticed nothing.’

‘But we still don’t know who has her. We have to get her back, or bomb her. Those are the only two options! Prepare the fleet in the Aegean! Thank NATO kindly and tell them we have no idea what they’re talking about. We are moving to threat level 4. I don’t trust NATO.’




Friday 8 November 2024, 9:34, Aegean Sea

 

The Samara glides out of the Dardanelles into the Aegean with 3% battery. Above her a large container ship is sailing, turning off to the south. 

Samara starts the reactor drive train and the boat accelerates. They have taken almost seven hours over this stretch. The leapfrog-under game worked well, but took a lot of time. 

It was a nerve-racking stretch, because the Dardanelles too are treacherously narrow and shallow in places, with currents. Samara piloted them through perfectly.

‘That was a close one. I was bricking it. Three per cent battery left… we’d nearly have had to switch on the diesel or the reactor. And then we’d have been spotted,’ says Driekus.

‘According to the plan we should have sent a signal to Jelle and Gerda at 7:00,’ says Gezinus. 

‘Yeah, they’ll be wondering where we are by now…’

‘I don’t dare surface straight away here,’ says Gezinus. ‘We have no idea what the state of the world is. I suggest we swing north, away from the shipping route. We’ll surface there to connect for a bit.’

The Samara makes a quick turn to starboard and sets course for a quiet spot Berend points to on the map, between two islands: Greek Samothrace and Turkish Gökçeada.

Driekus says: ‘Lads, I’m going to try and grab some sleep. We’ll swap in six hours.’ He shuffles in his slippers to the quarters and crawls into a bunk. 

He once went on one of those all-inclusive holidays to Greece. ‘What was it called again? Chalkikidiki or something. Polychromo. Something like that. A peninsula with a lovely sandy beach. Sun. Drinks. Food. Big beds. A world away from this cold, claustrophobic sub-frikandel. Man, I could murder a frikandel. And those Greeks could cook, blimey. Lamb. Heavenly. Suzuki, that’s a car make too…’ His thoughts form a cloud of vague associations. Driekus soon falls into a deep sleep.




Friday 8 November 2024, 10:01, Aegean Sea

 

‘We have reached the destination. I see no other traffic. We can surface unseen. Is that agreed?’ asks Samara.

‘Fine,’ says Berend. 

‘I really need a breath of fresh air!’ says Gezinus. 

‘Five minutes, no longer!’ Berend warns. ‘We don’t want to be seen.’

The sea is a deep, clear blue, the sun is shining brightly. A great dark shadow rises to the surface of the clear green water. The Samara’s conning tower breaks the surface, and the water streams off it.

Gezinus climbs up, turns the hatch open and blinks. He hasn’t seen this much light in days. He feels the sun on his face. It’s twelve, maybe fifteen degrees, but the warmth of the sun… glorious. 

He shades his eyes with his hand and scans the horizon. Left and right lie small, rocky islands with some green vegetation. He estimates the distance to the small island to the north at six or eight kilometres, and to the longer island to the south at about twenty. Otherwise the sea is empty. No aircraft in sight either.

And then that smell of the sea. For a moment he has a euphoric feeling of freedom. He is at sea. Groningen is home, but the sea is home too. On the Groningen countryside and at sea alike, you have an endless horizon. What a contrast with the few metres of space in the metal belly of this submarine. 

‘Gezinus!’ shouts Berend. ‘Come on, send your message!’

Gezinus pulls the hatch down, carefully turns it shut so as not to trap the Starlink cable, and climbs down.

Berend has already flipped open the laptop. Gezinus reads the messages from Jelle and Gerda:

‘In soad kommunikaasje oer de kabels. NAVO fertocht dingen. Xjes Radio Jelle & G.’

Gezinus types back:

‘In hjerring mei trije gyros, graach.’ (One herring with three gyros, please.)

To be on the safe side, he posts this message on X as well.

‘What are they saying?’ asks Berend.

‘Lots of chatter on the lines, NATO suspects things. And then kisses from them.’

Berend pulls the laptop towards him, logs into his prepared web page and starts reading the restricted NATO communications he had hacked into earlier. 

He reads aloud:

‘Okay, they know the Samara is gone, but not where we are. They’re afraid of escalation. And of a nuclear war? Jesus. We haven’t got any weapons on board, have we? Have we, Gezinus?’

‘No,’ says Gezinus. ‘I checked the torpedo room and the storage myself.’

‘But what about the vertical launch tubes?’

Gezinus looks at Berend blankly. ‘Shit!’

Berend quickly snaps the laptop shut and shouts: ‘Samara, dive! Set course for the Mediterranean and avoid everything. Report immediately if you see anything!’

As the submarine blows ballast, Gezinus and Berend run in their slippers to the compartment in front of the control room. This is where the cruise missile launch system is. They check tube after tube.

Empty. 

‘Thank goodness.’




Friday 8 November 2024, 10:03, GRUc HQ, Moscow

 

In the rucksack on the bunk lies the Chinese mechanic’s phone. The screen lights up. Three per cent battery. One bar of signal.

‘Ping!’ Dunya sees the message. The Chinese mechanic’s phone is making contact again! She sits up, starts the scanner and logs in straight away. 

Cosmote? Which country is that? She looks up the mast. Greece. Samothrace. She finds it on the map. An island in the Aegean. Gotcha! So they got through and have ended up in the Aegean. She takes screenshots.

What else can she discover? ‘Maybe the microphone and camera,’ she thinks. She starts the camera app on the phone and makes a thirty-second recording, which she starts downloading. The file trickles in very slowly. 

She also scans the phone’s local network, looking for other Bluetooth and wifi connections. She finds one network: ‘UnderseafrikanDEL’. What a strange name. She makes a note of it.

She tries to connect with a brute-force attack. A script fires passwords at the network. Within a minute she is connected. She runs a traceroute to the internet and notes the IP addresses. 

Starlink. ‘Clever,’ she thinks. ‘Very clever. They’ve got Starlink.’

She scans the local network and finds one other device. She starts a port scan, but the device is locked down tight. ‘Professionals,’ she thinks. 

The mobile phone’s battery in the Samara runs flat. The phone dies and the connection drops. The recording’s download is cut off. She has only managed to get a few seconds of audio and video onto her laptop. The file is truncated and therefore corrupt.

She opens the video clip in VLC and, lo and behold, it plays after all. You see a black, grainy picture. The camera wasn’t able to film its surroundings. She tries to enhance the image, but to no avail. ‘Shame,’ she thinks. 

She puts on her headphones, plays the video again and hears a soft rumble. She turns the volume up and plays the clip again. The sound is a rumble that swells and stops. She plays it once more, even louder. She puts it on a loop so it plays endlessly.

Angrily, she throws her headphones onto her desk. ‘It’s snoring! It’s just someone lying there snoring!’




Friday 8 November 2024, 10:56, NATO HQ Brussels

 

Ethan gets a call request from Naples. That’s where the team monitoring the region around the Black Sea is based, and from where military intervention in the region is coordinated.

Several people appear on screen. ‘Buongiorno,’ says the woman with an Italian accent. ‘There are several updates. There is Russian activity in the Aegean. Several frigates have been sighted and are spreading out.’

The Greek representative interrupts her. ‘And a report has just come in from a hiker who claims to have seen the conning tower of a submarine from the island of Samothrace at around ten o’clock. All this is a gross violation of our territorial waters! This is unacceptable!’

‘No, our territorial waters!’ shouts the Turkish representative.

‘Here we go again,’ thinks Ethan. Both countries claim not only islands but also large stretches of sea. Where Greece holds most of the islands and the sea, Turkey tries to do the same. Territorial waters extend 12 nautical miles from the coast, more than 20 kilometres. In some cases islands or the mainland of Greece and Turkey lie so close together that the waters overlap. Especially when oil or gas is found somewhere, both countries claim ownership and are at each other’s throats.

‘Put your disputes aside for now. It is indeed a gross violation by Russia, for both countries and for OTAN. We will take this up at the highest level and contact them,’ says France.

‘What are they even doing there!’ shouts Germany.

‘I can think of only one reason,’ says Ethan. ‘That submarine. And Russia already knew it would turn up there. Otherwise they would never take such a risk.’

‘We’ll sail there with our frigates to keep an eye on them!’ says Greece.

‘So will we!’ shouts Turkey.

‘I demand that we coordinate this and don’t let it escalate further,’ says the US delegate. ‘Investigate, and keep us informed. I propose we scale up to the second-highest escalation level. If there really is a hijacked submarine sailing there, there’s a risk it will reach the Mediterranean as well. We’re going to send heavy equipment too, and I’m escalating this to the very top.’

The others agree unanimously. 

‘I have one more urgent suggestion,’ says Italy. ‘For now we must, unfortunately, assume that a nuclear submarine with nuclear warheads, hijacked by terrorists, is heading for the Mediterranean. The only country we can think of that is financially, technologically and operationally capable of an operation like this is Iran. We must inform Israel.’

The group agrees.




Friday 8 November 2024, 13:46, Aegean Sea

 

Driekus is bored. No phone, no X. No texts. No spin on the John Deere. No night out in 050. No shawarma. No contact with the outside world. Ever-chattering Gezinus is asleep, and Berend says little. 

Berend really isn’t a talker, unless it’s about technology or his plan. He sits hunched over his laptop. 

‘The most exciting part of our adventure is over,’ says Driekus. ‘Now it’s just a matter of sailing to the Netherlands.’

Berend grunts and doesn’t look up from his laptop.

‘I mean, that fishing boat, the hijacking, and getting away. The Bosphorus, that was nerve-racking. It’s a miracle we got through that.’

‘Frogger was really clever of you.’

‘Samara’s the clever one. Unbelievable what this boat can do.’ 

‘I’m going to have a kip.’

‘Good idea, me too.’

On Samara’s screen it says: depth 100 metres, speed 31 knots. Location: Myrtoan Sea. All systems green. 

Also on the screen: hundreds of blue, purple, yellow and orange arrows on a map. Cruise ships, sailing boats, yachts, fishing boats, tankers, container ships, car carriers and catamarans. 




Chapter 10

 

Mediterranean Sea




Friday 8 November, 14:13, Myrtoan Sea

 

A black shadow shoots silently through the Myrtoan Sea at 33 knots, at a depth that makes her untraceable by thermal satellites. 

Inside the nuclear-powered Pike-class submarine K-295 Samara there is a serene calm. Three men have been lying down for just half an hour, recovering from a few extremely intense days. 

Beep! Beep! Beep!

The men wake with a groggy start. Another alarm? What now?

Beep! Beep! Beep!

They climb out of the bunks, step into their slippers and run to the control room. 

On the radar screen, among all sorts of coloured arrows, green, grey and red arrows have now appeared too. 

‘Frigates,’ says Gezinus. ‘Russian, Turkish and Greek!’

‘Can they detect us?’

‘No, they shouldn’t be able to. We keep steaming on to the Mediterranean.’

At that moment a dull explosion sounds in the distance. The men look up in alarm.

‘Depth charges,’ says Gezinus. 

Another dull bang. And another. 

‘Are we deep enough?’

‘Samara,’ says Berend, ‘go as deep as you can, and avoid the frigates and depth charges.’

The submarine suddenly dives, and the men have to hold on so as not to fall over. 

Driekus misses his grip and slides at full speed across the control room in his slippers, crashing hard into the front wall.

‘Do you think they’ve found us?’ asks Driekus, rubbing his sore knees.

‘I don’t know. We have to sink as deep as possible and get out of here!’ says Gezinus.

‘How deep can we go?’

‘In theory the Samara can dive to 600 metres, but anything below 400 metres puts extreme strain on her structure. The pressure down there is enormous.’

‘How deep is it here?’

Gezinus pulls up the sonar screen and shows the depth of the sea ahead of them in 3D. 

‘432 metres here, a bit further on it gets slightly deeper.’

The Samara sinks rapidly from 108 metres to 114, 136, 157, 179…

BOOM! A louder bang shakes the Samara. The men look at each other, wide-eyed. That was close…

192 metres…

221 metres…

BOOM!! An even louder bang. The men duck, protect their heads with their arms and look around fearfully.

BOOM!!!

Gezinus crawls on hands and knees across the sloping floor, yanks open the oxygen mask cupboard again and whispers: ‘Quick, put them on. A pipe might burst or we might spring a leak!’

He grabs the masks and hands them out. Berend and Driekus quickly put theirs on.

254 metres…

BOOM!!!! The bang is deafening and reverberates through the submarine, which is shaken violently back and forth. The men can barely hold on.

‘This is the end,’ thinks Berend. ‘This is a hopeless mission and we’re about to be crushed flat in a few milliseconds…’ With deep regret he thinks of the lives of Driekus and Gezinus. It’s all his fault they’re here. 

287 metres…

313 metres…

BOOM. This bang is less loud. 

Boom. This depth charge is quieter too.

346 metres…

369 metres…

Boom… a softer one. 

402 metres…

The frigates on the screen slowly slide aside. The Samara levels off and carries on.

‘That was the Russians. They’re just dropping depth charges at random!’ whispers Berend.

The Samara creaks under the enormous pressure on her outer hull.

‘So they don’t know where we are?’

‘Don’t think so, no.’

The men take off their masks and look at each other.

‘Good God. Oh, heck.’

‘I nearly wet myself, man. I really thought it was all over.’

‘I didn’t know the NAM was active round here too,’ says Driekus.

Berend and Gezinus look at him quizzically.

‘Right proper earthquakeses, them!’ says Driekus.




Friday 8 November, 15:32, Aegean Sea

 

Greek and Turkish frigates sail towards several Russian frigates that are criss-crossing the Aegean and dropping depth charges. They try to block their passage. 

‘This is the Nikiforos Fokas. Cease fire, you are in Greek territorial waters.’

‘This is the Admiral Gorshkov. We demand free passage.’

‘This is the Gokova. You are all in Turkish waters. Sail away, or we will open fire.’

‘This is the Admiral Gorshkov. This is an internal Russian affair.’

The Nikiforos Fokas fires a warning shot across the bow of the Gorshkov.

The Gorshkov turns away from the Fokas, towards the Gokova.

The Gokova fires a shot between the Russian and the Greek frigates.




Friday 8 November, 15:45, J2 CYSINT, NATO HQ Brussels

 

‘Have those Russians gone completely mad? Depth charges in our territorial waters? This is an open act of war!’ shouts the Turkish delegate in the video call. ‘I demand assistance under Article 5!’

The Greek delegate fumes. ‘We have every right to defend our waters, including against Turkish frigates firing in our direction!’

The other participants shout angrily over each other at Turkey and Greece.

The chair steps in. ‘Silence! Nobody is shooting! At anyone! We are dealing with an extremely complex situation that could get badly out of hand militarily. Ethan, what’s your analysis?’

Ethan had watched the exchange open-mouthed. Article 5 means that if one NATO country is attacked, all NATO countries are obliged to help. That would unleash a formal war between NATO and Russia.

He coughs and says: ‘Russia is conducting a military operation in the Aegean without any coordination, which is highly unusual and potentially very explosive. But Russia is not at war with Greece or Turkey. Russia is hunting the stolen nuclear submarine. We have a source who confirmed she was sighted in the Aegean. Our focus has to be on finding the submarine, because she could pose a major threat. We need to know who has hijacked her and what their motives are. We need to work with Russia.’

Some of those present start jeering. ‘Work with Russia. Haha. Yeah, right! We need to find that submarine ourselves before it opens fire!’

‘Can’t we catch that sub and take it over? She must have some remarkable stealth technology on board. You don’t just slip through the Bosphorus like that!’




Thursday 7 November 2024, 22:31, Moscow

 

The left-hand telephone on Minister of Defence Alexsandr Vjazemski’s desk rings. He picks up.

‘The French Minister of Defence, sir.’

‘Da.’

‘Alexsandr,’ he hears an interpreter say. ‘I hope all is well with you personally, and with your wife. Unfortunately I must keep the pleasantries short because of a serious problem. We know the K-295 is in the Aegean. We are deeply concerned about world security and stability. On the one hand because of the nuclear threat the submarine poses, on the other because of your military activity in Greek and Turkish waters. For now we are not treating this as an attack on a NATO member, but I demand that you stop dropping depth charges and withdraw your frigates. We will open the hunt ourselves and I will coordinate with you. I’ll be frank with you: my fear is that Iran is behind this, and then we both have a very big problem.’

Alexsandr thinks before he answers. He has respect for Sébastien. Even though France and Russia are diametrically opposed, the French and the Russians get on better than the British or the Americans do. Ah, those crazy Americans. Just now that Trump has won the election…

So they know about the submarine…

Iran? Iran is a Russian ally. Not that he trusts them. But if Ukraine isn’t behind the hijacking, and NATO isn’t either… then there really are few other options left… Iran? Then our fleet must get to the eastern Mediterranean fast!

But NATO must absolutely not get its hands on the Samara, with all her secret technology. And he doesn’t want to look a fool, having lost a nuclear submarine worth billions through incompetence and corruption. That undermines his authority, abroad and at home.

‘Oh, that damned corruption,’ he thinks. ‘That bastard of a Big Boss caused all this himself, by secretly moving the Samara to Sevastopol behind Defence’s back. And now I have to fix it.’

‘Sébastien, comrade. I hope you are well too. We are dealing with a defective submarine adrift after a test. This is an internal Russian matter, and in no way an attack on NATO territory or equipment. We have the situation under control. There is no nuclear threat. I demand that we be allowed to find and recover our own submarine unhindered, or write it off if need be. Keep Greece and Turkey away from my operations. We will discuss this with Iran.’ 




Friday 8 November, 16:36, Jerusalem

 

‘Listen, Yentl,’ says the American on the phone, ‘since the day before yesterday Russia has lost a Shchuka-B-class nuclear submarine. The thing is sailing somewhere in the Aegean; we have confirmation from a visual sighting. It’s the K-295, which came out of Sevastopol through the Bosphorus unseen. It’s incomprehensible that no country has any intel on who is behind it and how they pulled it off. An embarrassment for both our intelligence services. Russia talks of a submarine in trouble, but France suspects a hijacking by Iran. Russia hasn’t denied it. There may be a nuclear warhead on board, even though Russia says not. The most likely scenario is that the K-295 is heading your way, or otherwise to the Suez Canal. We are scaling up massively in the region, and I advise you to do the same. I’ll email you all the intel we have shortly, and I expect yours in return.’ 

 

Friday 8 November, 16:39, Cairo

 

In Cairo two men look at each other in alarm. The British phone call was terrifying. Possibly a stolen nuclear submarine heading for the Suez Canal? The British named Iran as a possible organiser behind the hijacking, but of course it could also be Yemen. ‘We must close the canal and warn our fleets in the Mediterranean and the Red Sea!’

Friday 8 November, 17:04, Tehran

 

In a bunker just beneath Tehran, an intelligence officer is listening to a radio channel.

In his headphones he hears a Russian-speaking woman. She is mechanically reading out a series of numbers.

‘Seventy-three. Five. Fourteen. Fifty-one. Three. Four. Ninety-four. Ten. Fourteen. Thirty-two. Five. Forty-two. Ninety-five. Three. Ninety-one. Four…’

For minutes on end she reads out the numbers. He writes down the sequence and enters it into his computer. After a minute the decoded message appears. He gets up quickly and goes to his superior. 

 

Friday 8 November, 19:27, Mediterranean Sea

 

Three men are finally asleep, and notice nothing of the gorgeous low sun glittering on the water more than two hundred metres above them, as the K-295 Samara glides silently through the Mediterranean towards Sicily.




Saturday 9 November, 06:22, Eastern Mediterranean

 

It has never been so busy on and under the eastern Mediterranean. A gigantic operation got under way overnight, now that so many countries have been alerted that a nuclear submarine is adrift, and possibly hijacked.

Now that the sun has risen, the true scale of the military presence becomes visible. Wherever you look, the horizon is filled with Turkish, Greek, French, American, Israeli, Egyptian and Russian frigates, destroyers, patrol vessels and even an aircraft carrier.

Despite attempts at coordination, many ships are sailing every which way; it is total chaos on the water. 

To make the chaos even greater, patrol aircraft, helicopters and drones skim over the water, looking for heat signatures or a periscope. 

Under water, crewed mini-submarines from Israel, Egypt, Greece, Russia and Turkey are on patrol. Their attempts to track down the K-295 Samara with active and passive sonar are hopeless, because of all the noise from the many ships. Under water it is a cacophony of sound.

The countries keep a close eye on each other. Territorial waters must be respected, though not every country sticks to that. 

Every country is on edge. Not only because an invisible nuclear weapon is sailing about somewhere, but also because such a large military presence in this region is unprecedented and everyone is afraid of escalation. 

This has long since stopped being a NATO-versus-Russia conflict: the whole Middle East is involved, with all the internal and mutual tensions that entails.

It only takes one shot, or one little mistake with a collision, and the whole thing explodes. Literally. 




Saturday 9 November, 09:04, Amsterdam

 

It is raining in Amsterdam. Petra clamps the paper bag from the sandwich shop in her mouth. In her left hand she has her laptop bag, and in her right a coffee cup. Trying not to spill anything, she hastily pulls her access pass out of her back pocket and holds it up to the reader at the newspaper’s entrance. The light turns green, the lock buzzes, and she shoulders the heavy steel-and-glass door open. Quickly inside.

The newsroom is still largely empty. She flops down at her desk, plugs in her laptop and opens the paper bag. 

‘A ham-and-cheese croissant and a cup of coffee, what more could anyone want,’ she thinks. Last night she had been out for drinks with friends, talking about the violent riots in her beautiful city of Amsterdam and about the outcome of the American election. 

They had stayed out far too late and drunk a lot. She hadn’t dared go home alone, nor dared take a taxi. The fear that you might be attacked, kicked or run over just like that, because hate-filled people assume you are Jewish, or whatever else, runs deep. She had slept at a friend’s place and had cycled home quickly this morning for clean clothes, with no time for breakfast.

She takes a bite of the still-warm croissant and washes it down with coffee. She had got her breakfast from a little place just round the corner from the newsroom. It is run by a kind North African family who always greet her warmly. But this morning she noticed that they were quieter, that the fright runs deep with them too, fearing possible reprisals. 

‘Amsterdammers have become afraid of each other,’ she thinks. Her morning routine consists of reading emails, the news feeds, a standard list of news websites, and X. The emails are mostly dull communiqués from government press officers. 

Press officers have become a plague in recent years. Any self-respecting administrator soon has a few. They try to put a positive spin on a bad plan. Or they try to limit the damage when a politician has said something stupid again, which is almost standard these days. And they try to get combative parliamentary questions into the paper, in the vain hope that their politician can grab a few minutes of fame.

So a consensus had grown on the politics desk that they had better provide the interpretation themselves, from their own perspective. Besides, if you leave that to the competition, all the news gets explained one-sidedly.

Dull emails, then. The news feeds don’t yield much either. She flicks quickly between tabs of other papers and media. A typically dull Saturday morning. It’s going to be a morning of explaining the American election and its aftermath.

‘Ping.’ A message. She opens her phone. It’s from her contact at NATO. An old fellow student who went to work there; he tips her off now and then. 

Thanks to her insider she had recently been able to do a nice feature on none other than former Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte, the new Secretary General of NATO.

‘P, you didn’t get this from me. GIGANTIC operation going on near Cyprus. X S.’ 

Her phone starts making little plopping sounds as a whole stream of photos comes in. They are photos of ships at sea. Warships. And helicopters. 

‘Not an exercise. Panic inside NATO. Everyone being called in. Rumour of a missing Russian submarine. All available hardware being sent towards Israel and Egypt. Russia itself active with frigates too.’

Petra looks around. She is a junior political reporter. This isn’t politics, it’s defence. And there is nobody in who covers defence or security.

She checks the news feeds and searches for NATO. But finds nothing. Is that friend playing a joke on her? She considers sending back a funny GIF. 

‘But what if this is real? Then what’s going on?’ she thinks.

She opens X and starts searching. 

‘NATO.’ Nothing special. Yes, weird posts from dodgy accounts that are pro-Ukraine one minute and anti-Ukraine the next. But nothing about an operation at sea.

‘Submarine.’ No hits. At least, none that are relevant. People posting photos of submarines. Official defence accounts. Or submarine enthusiasts. 

Even memes, and some joker pretending he wants to use a submarine as a power station. ‘Some people really do have too much time on their hands,’ thinks Petra.

‘Cyprus.’ Blimey. Photos appear in the timeline of people on Cyprus sharing pictures and videos on their phones of military vessels, aircraft and helicopters.

The comments on the posts are brutal, as usual on X: 

‘Fake news. A Russian and a French destroyer, together in one mission? This is AI.’

‘OMG THIS IS WWIII HAPPENING RIGT NOW!!1’

‘I told you that USA and Russia work tgether to form New Wordl Order. WEF!’

Petra opens the photos on her phone again and zooms in. Various vessels under various flags. Greece. Egypt. France. USA. Russia.

‘Russia?’ She scratches her head. 

She calls her contact at NATO. But he doesn’t pick up.

‘Ping!’ A message from him.

‘Can’t talk. All very sensitive. Nuclear sub with nuclear warhead hijacked!’

Petra blinks. Nuclear warhead hijacked?




Saturday 9 November 2024, 10:31, Moscow

 

Alexsandr Vjazemski has just informed the Big Boss about the military operation in the Mediterranean. The man had first gone white when he told him the K-295 Samara had been hijacked. Secretly, Alexsandr had enjoyed that fright. But then he had turned red and exploded with rage.

‘How can you have lost the Samara!’

‘This was a clandestine operation conducted behind Defence’s back, sir.’

‘Not my problem! You make sure you get her back. I’m giving you 24 hours.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Alexsandr is so angry. The Big Boss had cooked this up behind his back and botched it himself. And now he was shoving not only the blame but the problem itself onto him. But what can you do about it? One word back and you fall out of a window, or you get another ‘posting’, somewhere in a cold, filthy cell in Siberia… 

Alexsandr could have swept the telephones off his desk, he was so furious. 

‘Knock knock.’

That’s all he needed.

‘Da!’

‘Your Excellency. The Iranian ambassador is here and is loudly demanding a meeting.’

That was highly unusual. The Iranian ambassador having the nerve to turn up at the Minister of Defence without an appointment. The cheek of it! What does he want here! He loathed the man. He was as corrupt and untrustworthy as they come.

‘Da.’

A stately, tall man comes in and nods. ‘Thank you for your time, Your Excellency.’

‘Sit down, ambassador.’

‘Your Excellency. Tehran is extremely dismayed by the accusation that we would have anything whatsoever to do with a nuclear subma…’

‘Listen,’ Alexsandr interrupts him. He was only getting grumpier. 

‘I may be a minister, but I have no patience for diplomatic games. If you have our submarine…’ 

‘Then let me be undiplomatically direct too,’ says the man. ‘We are furious at this accusation. Israel is behind this, or otherwise the US…’

‘Are you seriously suggesting I let myself be led by those countries? Trump?! Get out! You’re wasting my time!’

The man gets up angrily, walks to the door and pulls it open.

‘Escort this man out of the building, and interrogate him about where our submarine is!’ Alexsandr fumes at the guard.




Saturday 9 November, 11:49, Amsterdam

 

Petra has just made five attempts to get more information. She has called the Ministry of Defence, but nobody picks up. Do they really not work on Saturdays? She has called NATO in Brussels, but she can’t get past the spokespeople, who are keeping it vague. ‘Possibly an exercise.’ Nothing more. 

‘Yeah, right,’ thinks Petra. ‘Possibly an exercise. With Russia and Egypt and Israel together? Nobody believes that!’ 

‘Ping.’ A message from her contact. A PDF. ‘Classified’ at the top, next to the NATO/OTAN logo. A summary of a staff meeting. Petra scans the document:

‘A Russian submarine (details redacted) has been missing without trace since Thursday morning. According to Turkish intelligence, two escaped guards have been arrested. They claim the submarine has been hijacked. Perpetrators unknown. Submarine’s weapons inventory unknown. Possibly (redacted) nuclear warhead on board. Very high stealth capabilities. 

Russia hunted the boat in the Black Sea, without success. A sail was spotted near a Greek island (redacted). Near clash between a Russian frigate (name redacted) and Greek and Turkish frigates (names redacted) in the Aegean. Submarine presumably in the eastern Mediterranean. NATO countries and regional countries have launched a large-scale operation. 

Risk analysis: submarine may have been hijacked by terrorists, who may provoke a nuclear war. Large-scale operations in the Mediterranean with a very high risk of conflict and escalation.

Actions: escalation to the highest levels of politics and defence. Warning to prevent further military and nuclear escalation.’

‘This is explosive news! A gigantic scoop, too!’ thinks Petra. 

She searches X and sees loads of new posts about large-scale military operations, with helicopters, planes, ships and drones. The speculation on X is in full swing. It is now a race against the clock. News like this doesn’t stay under wraps. It is a matter of minutes before other media publish it too.

Petra runs to the editor-in-chief’s office and shows him the PDF and the photos. The man looks at the documents through his reading glasses, then looks at her over the top of them.

‘A naval battle in the Mediterranean? A stolen nuclear submarine, you say? A nuclear threat? Aren’t you watching too many films? Hmmm,’ says the man, looking at the documents. ‘Hmmm. That source of yours, that’s just an ex-boyfriend of yours? And you’ve seen things on X and take that as confirmation? NATO only says verbally that it may be an exercise? Hmmm. I’m not convinced. You need two good sources, on paper, before we publish something this heavy. Before you know it we’ll have another huge storm blowing over us. You know what we think of X. It’s all fake, lots of nonsensical opinions and extremist muck. And Musk used the platform to make Trump win! Just focus on the American election. Weren’t you doing something on the influence of the result on the political culture in the Netherlands, and how populism is making the Muslim community and minorities feel insecure?’

Petra can’t believe what she’s hearing. She is convinced this is gigantic news. Far more important than that election. And certainly more important than political culture in the Netherlands. That’s rotten anyway. And is he now blaming Trump for Jewish football supporters being beaten up? Besides, another paper might get the scoop.

She walks back to her desk and sees an official NATO statement appear in the news feeds about a military exercise in the eastern Mediterranean.

‘Bullshit!’ she shouts. ‘Now that’s fake news! Those press officers again!’ 

But now she does have official confirmation that something big is going on. A source, on paper. And she has inside information from a second source. In black and white.

She quickly types an article:

BREAKING: Major military operation in the Mediterranean

Large-scale military operation in the eastern Mediterranean; Russian nuclear submarine possibly hijacked.

Amsterdam, Saturday 9 November 2024

Overnight, countless military vessels from countries including Russia, the US, Israel, Turkey, Greece and Egypt have sailed into the eastern Mediterranean. Footage and eyewitness photos show an unprecedented military operation, including warships, helicopters, drones and submarines.

Nuclear threat?

NATO formally speaks of an exercise. According to a source, however, the operation concerns a Russian nuclear submarine that has been missing for several days. There are rumours that the submarine may have been hijacked.

Escalation between Russia, NATO and the Middle East

The presence of multiple armed forces in the same region without clear coordination increases the risk of a diplomatic blunder or even armed conflict. The Ministry of Defence could not be reached for comment.

Petra pastes the article, together with the forwarded photos, into the content management system and thinks. 

She feels the tension. This would be her first really big scoop. And what a scoop! 

But she has doubts too. ‘One official source denying it and one informal source is pretty weak. If I’m wrong, I’ll make a huge blunder. I might even get fired. And then my career as a journalist is over. But there is formal confirmation that something is going on, and my source is solid. I trust him.’

She is about to hit the publish button, but one more thought shoots through her head.

‘NATO doesn’t want to keep this under wraps for nothing. This could cause great unrest and lead to a gigantic escalation I can’t foresee. What chaos could I cause with this? But doesn’t the public have a right to know there’s a possible nuclear disaster?’

‘Fuck it,’ she thinks, and she hits ‘publish’. 

Instantly the article appears on the paper’s website as breaking news, which automatically pushes it out to social media and the app, which sends every user a notification on their phone, so that within seconds the news reaches more than a hundred thousand subscribers. Her text and the images race around the world.




Saturday 9 November, 14:19, Mediterranean Sea

 

Driekus wakes up. It feels like ages since he last slept this long. He stretches. Not that he really manages it, because the bunk is cramped and his body barely fits in it.

He looks around. ‘What a clapped-out mess those Russians have,’ he thinks. ‘Such an ultra-modern computer system, and then in this compartment an interior that looks like it’s from the sixties. And why do all the blankets smell of cigarette smoke and sweat?’

He looks at Berend and Gezinus, who are still asleep. His friends. Crazy Berend, with his plan. They had come within a whisker of being killed by those depth charges. What a safe and peaceful spot in the world Kiel-Windeweer is, really. 

The rows he sometimes has with that redhead at number 91 are nothing compared with what people can do to each other. Depth charges. Nuclear missiles. Madness. When that beautiful atomic technology could give us cheap, safe, always-available green electricity. And therefore prosperity.

‘Hungry,’ thinks Driekus. He tries to get up without making a sound and steps into his slippers. ‘No idea of the time either. That goes all blurry when you’re in a submarine.’ He walks towards the galley and pulls open the store cupboard there. 

‘Grub!’ shouts Driekus a while later. ‘Lads, up you get, time to invest in your bodies!’ 

Berend and Gezinus wake up, grumbling.

‘Already? I want to sleep!’

‘Come on, food!’ 

Driekus had found egg powder, long-life milk, frozen bacon and bread. 

The men shuffle into the canteen. It smells wonderful, of bacon omelette and coffee. 

‘Oh man, that’s good!’ says Gezinus.

‘Once we’ve got the submarine in Kiel-Windeweer, I’m opening a restaurant serving bad Russian dishes like this,’ jokes Driekus.

Berend nods and mutters: ‘Could be worse.’

Driekus laughs at Berend. ‘You’re a proper Grunneger and no mistake, you are.’ 

Berend looks at Driekus quizzically.

‘Could be worse. Reminds me of that joke about the Groningen farmhand. He always rode his bike to work at the farm. One morning he turned up on a moped. The farmer said: “New moped?” “Aye.” the farmhand had answered. At the end of the day the farmhand handed in his notice. “What’s all this, then?” the farmer had asked. The farmhand answered: “Ah, all that jabbering on about me moped!”’

Berend and Gezinus have to laugh a bit, also because Driekus had told them this joke at least ten times before.

‘Brew?’ asks Driekus.

‘Ayyyye.’

The men carry on eating and drinking without talking.




Saturday 9 November, 14:26, Amsterdam

 

Petra stares at her screen. The stream of emails won’t stop. Her phone keeps vibrating with messages. 

Her news item had hit like a bomb. The Times, the Washington Post, CNN, Al Jazeera, RT: all the world’s media copied her article. Some embellished the story, especially with wild speculation and accusations about who had hijacked the nuclear submarine, and why. 

On social media the most bizarre rumours had sprung up. It was claimed that this was a plan by Gates and Soros to subjugate the world’s population. It was claimed that the military-industrial complex was going to make a killing this way. There was speculation that Israel wanted to drop a nuclear bomb on Gaza. There was speculation that Hamas wanted to drop a nuclear bomb on Israel. 

Some TV channels had switched entirely to rolling coverage, with live footage from the Mediterranean near Cyprus, cutting live from their studios to hastily summoned so-called experts in Israel, Washington, Egypt, Greece, Brussels and so on. 

Depending on the political colour of the channel or the analysts, the hijackers might be Russian rebels, or Shiites from Yemen, or Iranian fighters, or NATO. 

Petra had been asked by the world’s press to appear in their live broadcasts. She had to debunk a lot of speculation and rumours, and tried to stick to the facts as much as possible. Sometimes quotes of hers were cut, so that the context was lost and words were put in her mouth and twisted.

She herself was openly called into question too. ‘Who is she anyway.’ ‘She must have made this up.’ ‘Anti-Western communist,’ she was called, for sharing sensitive NATO information, and ‘she’s bound to be a woke lesbian who hates authority.’ ‘She’s mainstream media, and you should never believe them, she’s part of the WEF conspiracy.’ And: ‘She’s putting the world in danger with her fake news!’ 

Also interesting are the self-styled researchers, people who fancy themselves journalists and scour the entire internet for possible signs of nuclear submarines. She gets emails with tips, such as that the submarine was supposedly spotted in the Caspian Sea, with some vague Facebook post as so-called proof. Actually she finds it hilarious, sad and worrying all at once.

She had even received threats already: ‘You filthy capitalist, Russia will get you!’ And memes had been made of her, with her face cut out and stuck on cartoon submarines, with silly captions. 

From NATO, Petra gets nothing further at all. Spokespeople ignore her. They had even questioned her reliability in interviews with other media. Those press officers again. Often ex-journalists, of all people, who had switched sides for a better salary.

None of the countries taking part in the military operation made any statement, but from the footage it was clear that the gigantic search was still in full swing.

What a rollercoaster. She had never experienced anything like it. Her story, breaking news worldwide. But also the cunning of the media and the spokespeople. And then the lunatics on social media. 

She calls her contact again. He had stayed completely silent, and once again he doesn’t pick up. 

Her editor-in-chief was pleased with the page views and the scoop. Despite having turned it down earlier, he had been showing off with it as if he had broken the news himself, and hadn’t managed so much as a thank-you to her. He had even altered and sexed up her story without consulting her, for even more page views. 

For a moment she felt completely on her own.

‘What if that threat is real,’ she thinks. ‘That the Russians want to get me for this. Or NATO. They won’t be pleased with me either. What am I actually doing?’




Saturday 9 November 2024, 15:28, Washington

 

‘It’s no coincidence that such a big international crisis breaks out so soon after our election, with a nuclear submarine being hijacked. You know where we stand on NATO. Is this an attempt to test our commitment? This situation could become a big risk for the presidency. But we could also use this incident to strengthen our position after all.’




Saturday 9 November 2024, 17:51, Moscow

 

Alexsandr Vjazemski is sitting in an emergency meeting of the Council of Ministers. The whole Council is seriously worried, not so much about the K-295 Samara as about the state of the country.

Despite attempts at censorship, it has proved impossible to keep the news of the stolen K-295 out of the media and social media. 

State television had tried to twist the story, claiming NATO was behind the hijacking, and called for this outrageous provocation to be avenged with a nuclear missile on London, complete with animated footage of the size of the explosion. 

On social media the Russian version is no longer believed. People see the footage from the Mediterranean, a dozen countries searching frantically, including Russia itself, alongside its enemies of all people. 

The resentment among the Russian people already ran deep. The incompetence and the lies around the Kursk, and now this again, with another submarine. The many sons being fed into the meat grinder in Ukraine. The international economic sanctions that hit ordinary people hard, while the corrupt elite grows richer still.

There is great unrest among the people, in the media, and within the party too. The hijacking of the K-295 has laid bare the widespread incompetence and corruption in the country as never before. The whole nation looks a laughing stock. 

For years the Russian people have been afraid of the power of the corrupt mafia clan that grew out of the secret service. But how much power does this clique really have, if they can’t even guard and recover a nuclear submarine?

‘If we can’t even protect our own submarines, how can we wage a war? How can we protect our own people and our interests?’ 

Such an open, confrontational question hasn’t been asked in the Council for years. It echoes the demonstrations in St Petersburg, Moscow and other cities, which they are watching live.

‘Iran has just announced it is recalling its ambassador and suspending all communication with Russia,’ comes the announcement.

‘China has expressed serious concern about the disappearance of the K-295 and about the international consequences should its involvement become known. It is stepping back for the time being.’

Alexsandr listens tensely to the whole discussion. You can feel in everything that the Big Boss is losing control. Over the Council. Over the country, which is becoming more and more isolated. Over the people, who are furious. And not least, he is losing control of himself. 

You can see him getting angrier and redder. How will he react? With an iron fist? Or is this the moment of weakness Alexsandr has been waiting for for years?




Saturday 9 November 2024, 19:43, Mediterranean Sea

 

It is whisper-quiet in the submarine, even though she is steaming deep through the Mediterranean at more than 30 knots. 

Gezinus looks around the control room of the K-295 Samara. The small space feels oppressive. He is scared. Those depth charges had given him a nasty knock, mentally. 

And he is tired from all the tension. And bored at the same time. And Berend, of course, isn’t saying a word again. He just stares at the screen. So irritating. 

What were they doing? It was deadly dangerous. Gezinus had always loved sailing. But the sea is open, and in here it is suffocatingly cramped.

And Driekus is sitting right next to him, with his big body. And he stinks. 

Driekus taps his fingers together rhythmically and drums on his leg. And his nose is whistling again when he breathes out.

‘So irritating,’ thinks Gezinus. ‘Why sit so close to me? There’s room enough in this whole boat, so why right next to me?’ 

He sighs.

‘Everything okay?’ asks Driekus.

Gezinus doesn’t look at him and nods. Doesn’t feel like answering.

Sigh.

‘Go and have a kip, then,’ says Driekus. 




But Gezinus doesn’t dare go to sleep at all. How many times have they been jolted awake? And what business is it of that fatso? ‘Go to sleep yourself,’ thinks Gezinus.

Driekus starts drumming on his leg again.

‘Fancy something to eat, then?’ asks Driekus.

‘No.’

Gezinus gets up without a word and walks to the quarters. He sits down on one of the bunks. He wants to be alone for a while. Or even better, to be dancing somewhere in a packed club, to bad music, getting nicely drunk. 

Berend looks at Driekus.

‘Is he all right?’

‘Leave him be for a bit. I’ll go and see him in a minute.’

Berend dives back into the screen. The Samara is doing 33 knots and passing south of Sicily. Apart from some pleasure craft far above them, it is very quiet. They are even ahead of schedule. He had actually expected they would still be hunted. ‘I wonder what’s going on up there. We haven’t connected for ages…’

‘Hey.’ Driekus sticks his head through the open hatch between the control room and the quarters and looks at Gezinus. ‘Coffee, then? Or whisky?’ Driekus grins.

‘Sorry, man.’ Gezinus rubs his face. He realises Driekus will always be there for him, even though he sometimes finds him bloody irritating with his daft jokes, his stubbornness and his know-it-all ways. ‘I got a real fright today. And I’m tired.’

Driekus comes and sits next to him. 

‘We’re a right bunch of lunatics, aren’t we.’

Gezinus looks a bit sad but can’t suppress a little smile.

‘If only your dad and mine were still alive, they could see what we’ve been up to now,’ says Driekus.

‘Those two got up to enough mischief together back in the day, yeah, but we’ve finally outdone them by a mile,’ says Gezinus.

‘That story about them unscrewing the fuses in the meter cupboard at school.’

‘Remember when they turned up with a tin of cocktail sausages on your sixth birthday, and you opened it all excited?’

‘Yeah, they’d stuck the label on a tin of cat food.’ 

They both have to laugh.

‘You should have seen your face!’

They laugh even harder.

‘We got them back plenty of times too. Remember when you wrote your dad’s phone number on loads of beer mats? With “Call me for sex, Simone”. And you left those mats in every pub in 050?’

‘Haha, he got calls from dozens of blokes!’

‘Hahaha, yeah, he got angrier and angrier. “Who the hell is this Simone!” he shouted.’

‘I do miss them.’

‘Yeah, me too.’

‘They’d be dead proud of us.’

‘They should see us sitting here. In a fucking stolen Russian nuclear submarine. “You can nick anything off the communists, they don’t believe in property anyway,” your dad would have said.’

‘Hahaha!’

‘Everything all right here?’ Berend came over too.

‘Yeah, I’m all right again. The fat one always cheers me up, with his stupid jokes,’ says Gezinus.

The men are quiet for a moment. 

‘You’re my very best mates. You bunch of Tammos,’ says Gezinus. ‘If we don’t survive this, at least we’ll have had the most awesome adventure ever together.’

‘Aye,’ says Berend.

‘Group hug!’ jokes Driekus. 

‘Don’t be so soppy, man!’ Gezinus shouts, laughing.

‘As if you don’t want a hug from a man,’ Driekus teases.

‘Haha,’ laughs Gezinus, ‘I don’t go for such weighty men.’

‘FACTSHAMING!!’ Driekus’s belly shakes, he laughs out loud and slaps his legs with glee. 

‘I’m so glad you lot can just be normal about this.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, not that whole “oh, Gezinus is gay, so that’s scary and I daren’t make jokes about it in case I hurt him”, or the other way round, “oh, Gezinus is gay, wowee, aren’t you special”, all that patronising, affected, fake fawning.’

‘Mate, what grown-ups get up to with each other is entirely their own business. Nobody else gets an opinion on it. At most you make good jokes about everyone. No exceptions, otherwise it’s not inclusive. And a bit of self-mockery, please.’

‘Exactly. Nice and down to earth. Don’t put me in a box.’

‘Groningen. You know how it is, lad.’

‘No playing the victim.’

‘Exactly. Come off it, just act normal, like.’

‘And be a bit weird. Be yourself.’

‘You’re not going to paint the Samara pink, are you?’

‘No, man. Yellow Submarine.’

Berend looks at Gezinus and Driekus and shakes his head. ‘Act normal and be weird. Your logic totally escapes me sometimes.’

‘Yeah, but you’re just a nerd. You’ve got more eyes for Samara than for a real woman.’

Berend laughed along, but the remark did hurt somewhere. He had thick skin, mind. He had had girlfriends, really he had. But there has been one special woman in his life. An intriguing woman. And he misses her. In his head, and in every fibre of his being.




Sunday 10 November, 8:31, Mediterranean Sea, 38°26’42.9”N 7°16’39.1”E. Depth 365 metres.

 

Berend is on his laptop in the control room. He has hooked the laptop up to the Samara’s system and is scrolling through it, a little bored. The men have just got up. Driekus is making coffee and raiding the store cupboard.

Gezinus says: ‘We really need to let Gerda and Jelle know how we’re doing. And I’m curious what’s going on in the world too. For all we know they found us ages ago, or they’ll be waiting for us at Gibraltar.’

‘Isn’t there a risk of being spotted if we surface?’ asks Berend.

‘According to Samara there’s nothing sailing anywhere near here. We’ve just passed Sardinia. If we head a bit north, we’re away from the shipping lanes. Our biggest risk is a satellite seeing us. But if we don’t know anything, we might sail straight into a trap.’

‘A quick gulp of air, then.’

‘Aye aye, Captain Hook.’

The Samara veers slightly to starboard and slowly rises. Within a quarter of an hour they are almost at the surface. According to Samara the sea is empty. The K-295 runs just deep enough for the Starlink receiver to be above the water. Berend flips open his laptop and opens Signal. It takes a moment before there is a signal.

‘Ping!’ A message from yesterday afternoon, 14:36, from Jelle:

‘Lokwinske fisk fingers, do bist wrâld nijs. Gaos oeral. Dolfinen, hjerringen en guozzen út alle lannen jage yn ‘e eastlike Middellânske See. Trije tútsjes.’

‘What does it say?’ asks Driekus, who has just come in with fragrant coffee in his slippers.

‘Congratulations, fish fingers, you’re world news. Chaos everywhere. Dolphins, herrings and geese from every country are hunting in the eastern Mediterranean. Three kisses.’

‘Holy shit. Chaos? But luckily not here, then.’

A long series of photos slowly trickles in. They are screenshots of news pages. 

The men are shocked by the headlines:

‘NUCLEAR DISASTER LOOMS.’ 

‘MASSIVE MILITARY OPERATION NEAR CYPRUS AND ISRAEL.’ 

‘MAJOR TENSIONS BETWEEN WORLD POWERS.’

‘JEW HUNT IN AMSTERDAM’

Gezinus types back:

‘Trije feilige Sardines en in underseafrikandel. Trije tútsjes.’ (Three safe Sardines and a sub-frikandel, just past Sardinia. Three kisses.)

He posts the message on his X account too.

Just as Berend is about to break the connection, a message appears on his screen. It is his firewall software. It has detected some activity. Startled, he cuts the wifi and snaps his laptop shut.

‘Samara, dive, now!’




Sunday 10 November, 8:44, Moscow

 

Dunya is still in bed. Her flat is small and sparsely furnished. She’s only ever at work anyway. She sleeps here, and that’s about it. 

The curtains darken the bedroom. The light that slants through the dust softly lights the room. There is nothing on the walls. In a cupboard without a door lies crumpled clothing. All black. She only wears black.

On the floor lies a mattress, with her laptop next to it. Otherwise the room is empty.

The walls are thin and she was woken by children running and screaming. Today is her day off. Well, off. She turns over and pulls the covers over her ears.

‘Pling.’ A message appears on the laptop screen.

‘Argh.’ She pulls the covers further over herself.

‘Pling.’

Sighing, she pushes the covers down and turns her face to the laptop. She tries to focus and reads the messages at a 90-degree angle.

‘K295 Starlink Up’.

‘PenTScript activated.’

She jumps, sits bolt upright and grabs the laptop so wildly that the power cable shoots out.

She had written a little script that permanently checks the last IP address of the Starlink connection for availability. A second script would then automatically try to break into every available device on the network.

A window appears. A stream of files and technical data scrolls past. Too fast to read. 

‘I’m in! I’m getting data! Hopefully even a location!’ Her heart is pounding with excitement.

She opens a second window and frantically starts opening several attack scripts.

And then the connection drops. The scrolling list of data stops dead.

‘Shit!’ ‘Shit shit shit!’ she shouts. 

Someone bangs on her wall.

‘Get lost,’ she thinks.

She thinks. It isn’t certain that she had made contact with the K-295 again. Starlink IP addresses can be swapped. For all she knows she has just downloaded the knitting course of some bored woman in a caravan. Or the dirty picture collection of some panting teenager. 

She starts analysing the data. There are code files. Interesting. First she analyses the logs of her penetration test. 

The same wifi name! UnderseafrikanDEL. It must be them! 

She quickly opens one of the code files. 

The code is written in C++, with English comments from the developers. It is modern software for controlling pumps.

She opens more files. Control of electronic systems. Processing sensor data. Navigation software from Tesla. Regulating ventilation.

Hang on. Tesla? 



She opens even more files. A central AI unit. The ability to launch torpedoes and missiles. Operating and controlling a nuclear core. 

Her jaw drops. Autonomous code for running a nuclear reactor?

She has just downloaded the K-295’s autonomous control software. 

She quickly opens the folder of secret files she had found on Thursday on the server of the naval base in Sevastopol. Yes, there it really is: the K-295 is an autonomous submarine that can operate unmanned.

And she has just managed to get her hands on that ultra-secret software…

But why Tesla code? Has China stolen Tesla’s autonomous software and developed it further for nuclear submarines? 

She starts digging further into the code files. Most of it isn’t Chinese code. It is all Tesla software. And the software has been adapted not only for submarines but also for helicopters, ships, tanks, drones and robots.

So Tesla has a complete programme of autonomous military software? Could that mean that a lot more Chinese and Russian military hardware runs on American software? And she could get at it so easily?

Did China and Russia simply buy software from Tesla, then? From that crazy American billionaire? 

She reads on through the code. And then she gets a fright. Yes, the software can autonomously control a nuclear submarine, or a tank, and drones. And even fire weapons on its own. 

But what frightens her is that there is a back door in this software. That is how her script got in. 

Thoughts race through her head. 

As soon as the Samara comes back online, she can force the Samara to the surface. Or force her to a location. And fire a nuclear weapon. There is even code to deliberately sink the Samara remotely. Or set her on fire.

But if she can do that, so can someone else. This is no leak or bug, this is a back door. Made by Tesla. Elon Musk could start a nuclear war. He could decide who wins a war. And who loses.

She suddenly remembers the news that earlier this year a Chinese submarine sank inexplicably. And only last month a fire broke out in a British shed full of submarines. Last month a New Zealand navy ship ran aground on a reef. Was all that really coincidence?

She searches further in her scan log. There was a second device. Perhaps it belongs to the hijacker. She looks for data. Once again the script hadn’t been able to get in, but it had managed to gather some information.

Then her heart stops for a moment.

She stares at her screen. 

On the screen are the details of the second device. It is a computer running BlackArch Linux as its operating system. Typical software for professional hackers. She sees an IP address and a MAC address. But none of that interests her. She stares at the computer’s name:

0d1n. 


Friday 30 March 2018, 19:37, Budapest

 

Dunya was absolutely fed up. She had spent months preparing an operation. And this mission had gone completely wrong. 

For years she has been hunting a notorious hacker who was supposedly behind the Stuxnet software. 

That software had been made to sabotage the centrifuges for producing nuclear fuel in Iran. It made the centrifuges spin so fast that they broke.

Stuxnet had been installed in Iran in the deepest secrecy. It had been embarrassing for Iran that its security was in such poor shape. The software worm set the Iranian nuclear programme back by years.

It had taken Iran and Russia years to identify people behind the Stuxnet programme. They had already caught one. A Dutchman who had managed to get the software into the Iranian facility. He had had a ‘motorcycle accident’ in Dubai.

But the developer of Stuxnet himself had never been traced. Probably an American, or an Israeli. But they knew nothing of his identity. It was as if the man (or woman?) had never existed. They had only one alias: 

0d1n.

Dunya had made it her personal mission to find him or her. And a tip had led her to this hotel, here in Budapest. A vague tip. Nothing more than an online handle that had logged into this hotel’s wifi network regularly over the past few months: 0d1n.

She actually had deep respect for 0d1n. The code was truly brilliantly put together. It only attacked very specific systems, to avoid bringing down entire factories worldwide. And it switched itself on and off. The worm was practically undetectable. And 0d1n’s own untraceability was impressive too. A real professional. 0d1n and she were a perfect match for each other. 

Now, the reason for coming here to Budapest was rather far-fetched. 0d1n is also the name of a well-known piece of hacking software. Any hobby hacker could have used the name as a joke, even though in that world it wasn’t done to take over someone else’s alias. Besides, anyone called Odin could be it.

That the data on someone with this login name at this hotel had ended up with her was really a coincidence anyway. The antivirus software the five-star hotel uses is Russian, and its data had come up in her broad, permanent scan for the term ‘0d1n’ across countless datasets.

The chance that this was the one and only 0d1n was small. But she wanted to follow up every lead. Perhaps she was a little too fascinated by this mysterious person. 

She had checked into the hotel three weeks ago. As soon as she arrived, she had pulled the network cable out of the TV and plugged it into a special laptop. Within minutes she had got into the hotel network. ‘Amateurs,’ she thought.

Her first target: the wifi network’s logs. And indeed, over the past few weeks someone called 0d1n had logged into this network regularly. 

She pulled up the hotel register and checked the guest list. Hundreds of guests checking in and checking out. She tried to find a link with the wifi login times, but in vain.

She looked at the camera footage to see who came into the hotel at the moments someone logged into the network. For days she had searched for connections, but with no result.

What could she do? The only option was to wait until he connected. And then break into his computer. And trace the signal. 

Once she had found him, she would take a photo of him. And pass all her collected data to the Iranian embassy here in Budapest. They would then follow him and grab him somewhere. Her work would be done.

But over the past weeks there had been no activity at all. Had 0d1n rumbled her? He must have. Damn it. How clever. Or had he just happened to leave? Or was it just some random person after all, and was this a dead end?

She feels stupid. She had never failed on a mission. But 0d1n keeps successfully evading her. He wins again. And she fails. 

‘Three lonely weeks in a boring hotel in Budapest…’ thinks Dunya. ‘This mission is hopeless. I’m going home tomorrow.’

She books a flight, snaps her laptop shut and stuffs her things into her bag. She looks out of her window. It is evening, and the city sparkles along the Danube. 

‘I need a drink. I’m not allowed to drink on missions, but this mission’s over anyway.’

Dunya steps out of the lift. It is quiet in the lobby. She walks towards the bar. 

The room is atmospherically lit with dimmed lights. Jazz is playing and you can hear people chatting cheerfully. In the corner stands a gleaming black lacquered grand piano. 

Behind the long bar stands a barman, smartly dressed in a white shirt and black jacket, polishing glasses with a white cotton cloth.

The back wall of the bar is a large mahogany cabinet full of bottles. The cabinet is lined with mirrors and softly lit with blue and pink lights, so that the bottles glitter and reflect. 

The room is full of couples and groups having a pleasant drink. At the end of the bar, on one of the brown leather stools, sits a tall man looking at his beer glass.

Dunya sits down at the far other end of the bar. The barman looks at her kindly and asks what she would like to drink.

‘A Moscow Mule, please.’ 

The barman takes a copper mug and fills it with ice. With a flourish he takes a bottle of vodka and pours it over the ice. He squeezes a lime over it, takes a can of ginger beer and slowly pours it in. Finally he stirs the mix and carefully places a mint leaf and a wedge of lime on top. 

‘There you are,’ says the man.

Dunya takes a sip through the copper straw. This tastes of home. She used to love drinking this cocktail with her friends in Moscow. There it was made with fresh ginger and sugar, but this would do.

She hadn’t seen her friends in so long. She must meet up with them again soon. And go dancing in one of the clubs. 

Two men in suits come noisily into the bar and stand at the counter. They look at Dunya with interest; she ignores them. The men order beer and stay standing right next to her. They talk to each other, but can’t take their eyes off her.

It feels uncomfortable. ‘Why can a woman never just sit at a bar on her own,’ she thinks. 

One of the men speaks to her. He is well and truly tipsy. ‘What are those beautiful eyes doing all alone at this bar?’ 

‘What a terrible opening line,’ thinks Dunya. She smiles politely, turns back to face forward without saying anything, and takes a sip.

‘Hey, hello, beautiful eyes.’

Sigh.

‘Want a drink on us? Hey, barman, give her another one of those, okay?’

The barman looks at her uncertainly. She gently shakes her head.

‘Ah, come on, have a drink with us. Go on, barman, another one of those cocktails and two more beers!’

Dunya was already in a bad mood, and this doesn’t improve it.

One of the men leans up against her. ‘Sweetheart, just join in the fun.’

Dunya freezes. ‘Sweetheart?’ she thinks. And she pulls herself together.

She stands up with a radiant face and says: ‘But of course, sweetheart.’

The man looks delighted as Dunya presses up against him. She puts her arms around him.

And then knees him.

The man doubles up, letting out an ‘ughhh’.

Beer gushes over the rim of his glass, all over him.

The guests in the bar look up.

‘Goddamn it, you cow! You’re no fun!’ shouts the man, clutching his crotch.

A few men stand up. The two men see the threat and slink off, muttering.

Dunya sits down again. ‘I’ll have that second cocktail now, then,’ she says to the barman, flicking her long hair back.

The barman sets down a new mug. She picks it up and looks at the man at the other end of the bar, who is laughing with genuine amusement and raises his beer: ‘Nazdrovje.’

‘Nazdrovje,’ says Dunya.




Friday 30 March 2018, 19:44, Budapest

 

Years ago he had turned his life upside down. He had felt used. He had been asked to write a piece of code to control specific Siemens equipment. He had no idea what the software was for. His clients never said. It paid well.

Afterwards it turned out that his code was part of a much bigger piece of software. Stuxnet. It became world-famous, and there was great fear it would infect every Microsoft computer. Nonsense, of course; the software had been written really well precisely to prevent that.

But without realising it, he had become a target for intelligence services and hackers. A Dutchman who had got the software into Iran had been murdered. And some fanatical hackers treat it as a game to take other hackers down. There are quite a few egos in that world. 

Despite all his efforts to stay under the radar, someone called Nyx86 had kept hunting him. Nyx86 was a Russian hacker. A brilliant one. And Nyx86 was persistent and dangerous.

That was why he had given up his work, destroyed all his equipment and closed his accounts. He had never been very active online anyway, but it had still taken months to wipe his digital breadcrumbs. And he had moved back to his birthplace: Kiel-Windeweer.

Berend felt safest there. Even so, that Nyx86 bloke kept obsessively trying to find him. 

To throw Nyx86 off the scent, he had come up with a ruse. He would set up a honeypot. A lure. Somewhere far from the Netherlands, to draw attention away from his village. And then see who took the bait. And then hack and expose them. This digital stalking had to stop. 

It had taken less than four weeks before he saw login attempts in the hotel system in Budapest. Could it be Nyx86? He immediately stopped his own activity, so as not to be noticed.

Berend only monitored the hacking attempts now. Every hacker has their own style and their own scripts. From the way a hacker hides, the order of login attempts, the way they search through data and the software they use, Berend knew for sure: this was Nyx86.

Berend had taken a room in another hotel nearby, so he wouldn’t appear in this hotel’s register. He had found the camera layouts. He could slip in unseen through a side door. Basic secret-ops training, of the kind he had once received.

Tonight he would find Nyx86. And hack him. Wipe all his data, make a fool of him, and slip away. By train you can cross borders anonymously. He had planned a route via Ljubljana, Venice and Florence all the way to Cannes, then zigzagging through France and Germany, to be sure his route wouldn’t lead straight back to the Netherlands. And then, hopefully, he would finally be rid of it all.

He pulls open the side door. From the bar he has a good view of the lobby and can see everyone who walks into the luxury hotel. He orders half a litre of beer and inconspicuously observes the crowd. 

‘That beer tastes good,’ thinks Berend. He raises a finger to the barman and points at his glass. The barman pulls a fresh stein.

The crowd is mixed. A few couples. A group of friends. A young woman comes in. She sits down at the far end of the bar. 

‘Pretty,’ he thinks. 

None of the guests fits his mental profile of Nyx86. New York. x86. Niclas. Nikos. Nicolas. Nick. Nickel. You name it. For years he had searched for associations with that digital alias. 

Two blokes in suits with beer bellies come into the bar. They order beer. Could one of them be the one? He doubts it. These aren’t hackers, more like two drunken businessmen. 

They pester the woman. Scumbags. Luckily she ignores them. But the men keep being a nuisance. He really ought to step in. But he wants to keep a low profile. Not stand out. Just keep an eye on the lobby.

The woman sees the men off masterfully. She knees one of them, sits down as if nothing has happened, and orders another drink. 

Berend is impressed. Hurrah for independent women who stand up for themselves. 

She looks at him, and he can’t help laughing. ‘Nazdrovje!’ says Berend.

She toasts back and laughs. 

Wow. That doesn’t happen to him often. Certainly not with a beautiful woman. In fact, the moment he sees a woman, he clams up. He tries not to blush and doggedly drinks his beer. 

She orders another cocktail. ‘Nazdrovje!’ she says again, from the far corner of the bar.

Berend quickly orders another beer. ‘Nazdrovje!’

And she laughs again. This situation is funny. Her all the way over there, him all the way over here. Their connection: drinking together, but saying nothing. And drinking is something Berend rather likes.

Round after round they order at the same time, toast, and laugh at this crazy situation. The barman has to laugh too, gives them both some snacks on the house and a free round. 

They are well and truly tipsy by now. 

Then suddenly she looks at Berend. She observes him sharply. 

A slight panic runs through his head. A woman looking at him; he doesn’t really know what to do with himself.

She keeps looking at him, gets up and walks over to him. He looks at her questioningly.

Suddenly she kisses him, intensely and for a long time. He is completely taken aback. She tastes sweet, and a little bitter, of ginger.

She takes his hand and says: ‘Come with me.’

Shit. What is this? Has he been caught? Is she an accomplice of Nyx86? She kisses him again and looks at him, questioning and challenging. She tugs at his hand. 

Berend looks at the barman, who says with his eyes: ‘Mate, what are you hesitating for!’

He gets up and follows her. How pretty she is. So sexy. Only now does he notice her long hair, her slim body, her gorgeous backside. 

The lift door in front of them opens, they step in and kiss each other intensely.

Their hands pull their bodies together. His hands over her back, her backside. Her hands on his cheeks, and she presses herself against him. The door slides shut.

He pushes her against the lift door and kisses her neck. She puts her arms around his broad shoulders, wraps a leg around him, and he hears her breathing hard.

The lift door slides open and they almost tumble out, and have to laugh. ‘Come,’ she says, and walks quickly, not quite in a straight line, to a room door, where she holds up her key card. The light on the handle turns green.

‘I hope this isn’t a trap,’ thinks Berend, but the drink and the sudden intense desire are driving him mad. He steps into the room with her.

She kisses him again, there in that dark room, and still kissing they fall onto her bed. She tries to pull off his jumper while kicking off her heels. 

Their hands eagerly search under each other’s clothes, and eagerly they kiss. She bites his earlobe hard and whispers in his ear: ‘You can do anything you want with me.’ 




Saturday 31 March 2018, 05:39, Budapest

 

Berend slowly wakes up. He is cold. And his earlobe hurts. 

Where is he? He looks around. The morning light faintly lights the room. It isn’t his room. 

Oh! Fragments come back. He has had the wildest night of his life. With a woman. He doesn’t even know her name. How intense she was. Intensely wonderful. Sweet. Fiery. Eager. He can still feel her nails in his back and backside.

He hears her breathing softly under the covers beside him. She has pulled all the covers over to her side and is fast asleep. 

He is in love. He never wants to leave. What a woman. 

He gently tries to take some of the covers without waking her.

And then he freezes. In the faint light, under the covers, he sees a small tattoo on her shoulder.

What does it say? He blinks and tries to focus in the dark.

Nyx86.

Fuck! Fuck!!

His heart starts pounding. Drink, little sleep and now this shock. He breaks out in a cold sweat. His body wants to breathe hard, and he fights it. He lies there, rigid. Next to his digital stalker. 

Fuck! She is Nyx86?! Nyx isn’t a man, but her?

As quietly as he can, he slides out of bed. He is naked. Where are his clothes? He finds his trousers and jumper. But where are his boxers? Ah, half inside his trousers. And where is his vest? Oh, she had literally ripped it to shreds. 

He picks up his clothes and shoes and creeps to the door. With a soft click the handle goes down. He stands still and listens tensely. She breathes on calmly.

He pulls the door open, steps stark naked into the brightly lit corridor and closes the door as softly as possible, holding his fingers against it. The door clicks shut. He runs naked, as fast but as quietly as he can, down the corridor and round the corner, holding his bundle of clothes in front of his face against the cameras. And round the corner, out of shot, he hastily pulls on his trousers, jumper and shoes. No socks or vest, then.

‘Get out of here, Berend, get out of here!’




Saturday 31 March 2018, 07:13, Budapest

 

Dunya slowly wakes from a deep sleep. Her eyes are closed. It has been a long time since she slept this well. 

Oh, wait! There was a man! She feels behind her, but the bed is empty and cold. She turns over and sits up. Her hands search along the wall for a light switch. She turns on the light. 

The man is gone.

She has mixed feelings about this. She has sneaked off herself before now. But this man was different. He was lovely. He had been tender. And wild. And then sweet again. It was maddeningly good. She had taken men back before, but they had been drunken, boorish Russians. This man and she, it had been magical. For hours. For the first time she had really been able to enjoy herself, and had felt truly free. And euphoric.

Who was he? Where is he now? 

She throws off the covers. Looks around. Two socks lie in the corner. And a torn vest lies under her bra on the floor beside the bed. The empty minibar bottles lie next to it. 

She picks up the vest. And smells it. It smells of him. Suddenly she misses him.

What had actually happened yesterday? She had been in a foul mood. She had been drinking, and somehow that man had made her laugh, without saying a word, of all things. And that business with those scumbags had been pretty cool as well. And suddenly she had felt such a need for a man. Just for some touch. Some love. And sex.

Dunya steps into the shower. The hot water pours over her body. The warmth feels good. His warmth had felt good too.

She really misses him. And now he’s gone. And now she has to hurry as well, for her flight.

As the glass shower screen steams up, a message appears on her phone:

Wow. X 0d1n.




Sunday 10 November, 8:49, Harlingen

 

Gerda and Jelle are lying in bed. It is Sunday morning and Harlingen is deserted. They are already awake, both scrolling through X on their phones.

‘Ping!’ ‘Ping!’ Gerda’s and Jelle’s phones go off almost simultaneously. A message. From Gezinus. 

They sit bolt upright. And look at each other, delighted. ‘They’re past Sardinia!’ They jump out of bed, pull on dressing gowns and walk to Jelle’s boathouse. 




Sunday 10 November, 8:56, Moscow

 

Dunya thinks back to that night in Budapest. For years she had searched for 0d1n. She had hated him, and loved him too. She had never been able to get him out of her head. Nor ever find him again. And now she had found him. And he was in danger. The bastard. The loveliest one. 

She bites her nails and tries to order her thoughts. 0d1n is on the K-295. Is that really so? Could it just happen to be someone else? No, it’s him. Who else could pull this off? But what does it mean? Which country or organisation does he work for? Does he work for Musk? Is he the enemy?

And what is the threat to Russia? What if 0d1n turns the K-295 against Russia? What if he reveals that Russia bought American technology? And uses it not only for nuclear submarines, but for tanks and drones too? That Musk has control over it? This information is explosive. But then she has to inform Defence now!

And what to do about 0d1n? She thinks. She adjusts her script. As soon as the K-295 connects to the internet again, the script will spring into action at once… 




Sunday 10 November, 8:32, Mediterranean Sea

 

‘What’s going on!?’ asks Driekus.

‘Hacking attempt,’ Berend mutters.

The Samara glides at high speed deep through the Mediterranean. Heading: the Strait of Gibraltar. 

‘Uh-oh. Have they got our location?’

‘I don’t think so. But I’m going through the logs.’

Berend scrolls through a log file on his laptop. Someone had got onto their wifi network via the Starlink connection, and scans had been started. One scan to learn as much as possible about the version and type of operating system, and whether there are known weaknesses. And a second scan to see where they could get in. 

‘These aren’t script kiddies. Very advanced scans… targeted scans too… this was no random hacking attempt…’ thinks Berend. ‘Where do I know those scans from…’

He gets a fright. Nyx86. This has all the hallmarks of her. The mysterious woman who has been hunting him for years. And with whom he spent an unforgettable night. A night he will never forget… A woman he just can’t get out of his head… 

‘But what is going on in the world,’ sighs Gezinus. ‘Ukraine, Gaza, Yemen, and now even a hunt for Jewish people in Amsterdam by taxi drivers and scooter thugs? I haven’t dared walk hand in hand through Amsterdam for years. I’ve seen the whole world, and there’s so much hate everywhere, but the Netherlands was the one place that wasn’t like that. We were once the most tolerant and enlightened country in the world, and that’s why we had the greatest prosperity and the finest freedom.’

‘Maybe too tolerant, Gezinus,’ says Driekus. ‘Or not even tolerant, more indifferent. You do what you like, and I do what I like, and otherwise we keep out of each other’s business, don’t be a nuisance to each other, but we can’t stand each other all the same. That’s not really living together the way we know it in our village. On the one hand you’ve got more individualism in the cities, so collectively we’ve forgotten our core values, and on the other hand there are too many people in the cities who want to decide what you can and can’t say, and how you should live, or what you’re still allowed to joke about. People who can’t handle their own feelings, who want to ban what you’re allowed to say.’

‘Why go back to the Netherlands at all, actually, instead of sailing somewhere nicer? There’s more and more drug crime in the province. And Stad isn’t getting any safer either. Thugs stabbing people, walking around with guns.’

‘Luckily 050 has an alderman for the protein transition to sort all that out,’ says Driekus cynically.

‘Yeah, it makes me laugh, but really it’s enough to make you cry. Those people don’t get anything done, they seem busy with their own dopey little thing, but make no mistake, Driekus, it’s Marxism disguised as a green agenda, forcing you not to eat meat, drive a car or fly. You have to live the way they want, and meanwhile they fly themselves. Progressive parties used to fight to get out from under the yoke of conservatism and religious interference. And now they’re the ones being so restrictive and bossy. They’re the same types who gush with their fake LGBTQ empathy, but I don’t ask for that sanctimonious empathy. I just ask to be seen as normal and to be safe, and to be left alone to live the way I want, and above all not to have people stand up for me without being asked. And worse still, they look away from the hatred in intolerant communities and let it smoulder and grow. And they hate too. They’re not tolerant at all. They’re selectively tolerant. If you say anything about it, or make a joke, you’re immediately branded as wrong, racist, or even far-right or a populist or a fascist. That’s actually an outrageous accusation. I used to vote left myself and I’m for equality and going green, but they’ve really drifted a long way from their own core values. There’s nothing progressive about it any more.’

‘Out of fear of fascism they push Marxism, Berend. Lesson one in how to play into Wilders’s hands is to look away and not step in when there’s hate. I’d never vote for him, but there are so many Dutch people who’d find a cabinet with Labour and GreenLeft or D66 even worse than one with the PVV, and that says something too. It’s all very worrying. This mess was predicted back in the nineties. Van Gogh and Fortuyn were murdered over it, and nothing’s been done since.’

‘Both camps are just as bad, Driekus. Both of them. I think Baudet is barking mad and Wilders is awful. And a lot of their supporters hate all Muslims, when you can’t tar them all with the same brush. There are so many lovely people who get hated and lumped in with the thugs. And those thugs definitely exist. Nothing is being done about integration and living together under this country’s core values. That polarises. The far right and the far left are both at odds with a democratic state under the rule of law. They’re fanatical, scary people who are more alike than they care to admit. The political centre has brought this polarisation on itself: the left by taking a turn towards Marxism and letting go of secularism, the right by populist hatred of foreigners, and the centre by not daring or wanting to see the failed integration, bending along with an economy-wrecking green agenda and being afraid of being called racist.’

‘Totally agree. But then where do we go, Gezinus?’

‘Declare Groningen independent, Driekus,’ jokes Gezinus. ‘We’ve already got our own nuclear power plant. And then you become the Pharaoh of the social-liberal secular welfare state of Groningen.’

Driekus laughs at Gezinus’s reference to a joke by the Dutch satirist Arjen Lubach. ‘Aye, but a Pharaoh in clogs! My first decree will be to ban broccoli! And compulsory eierballen every Friday! I’ll call my party Driekus 69, D69, and introduce the referendum! Not another cent for tarmac or public transport, and there’ll be subsidies for tractors! We’ll take a broom to the lazy authorities and knowledge institutions! And we’ll stop all the posh culture subsidies and hold the world’s biggest armpit-fart festival on the Grote Markt! And Frisians will have to pay a toll!’ 




Sunday 10 November 2024, 10:26, Moscow

 

Alexsandr Vjazemski is worried. It is Sunday, but he is in his office. He gets a briefing every hour, because the K-295 Samara still hasn’t been found and tensions have run high. He has just had an update that there have been near-collisions near Cyprus between a Russian and an American frigate. It is getting out of hand.

He had said emphatically that under no circumstances were they to fire. And luckily that had been respected. But it only takes one thing to happen out there, and the whole world will be on fire.

‘Sir?’ comes from the speaker on his desk.

‘Da.’

‘Ms Dunya Kovalenko is here to see you, from the GRUc service. It’s very urgent and she will only speak to you in person.’

‘That is highly improper,’ he thinks. ‘She’s bypassing at least two layers of the organisation.’

‘Has she been checked?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Very well.’

A young woman strides in, confident and hurried. ‘Your Excellency, thank you for seeing me.’

Alexsandr nods at a chair in front of his desk and sits down himself. The woman sits down.

‘Your Excellency, my name is Dunya Kovalenko, special investigator of the GRUc service. I was the one who located the K-295 at the Bosphorus. I have new critical information, but it is extremely sensitive and dangerous. That is why I have come straight to you.’

She stops talking and looks at him questioningly, waiting for a reaction.

Alexsandr knows at once what she is getting at. Within the service there are spies loyal to the mafia clan. ‘She’s sounding out whether she can trust me,’ he thinks. ‘But what if she herself is loyal to the clan rather than to the national interest? I must be careful.’

‘Thank you for coming directly to me. Your information was extremely valuable and has proved correct. The situation is very complex and explosive. Can your information help locate the K-295? That is my only aim.’

‘I’m sorry, Your Excellency, I have no location data. But my information is far more explosive than that. It isn’t just about the K-295; it’s much bigger.’

‘What do you mean?’

Dunya hesitates. If the Minister of Defence himself is behind the purchase of the American software, and now learns that someone can take control of his equipment, he will step in and hush the whole thing up. Starting with her.

Alexsandr notices her hesitation. He points at the intercom, puts his index finger to his lips, takes an LP from his cabinet and puts it on the turntable. 

He turns the volume right up. Dmitri Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony blares from the speaker.

‘Madam, I guarantee your safety,’ he whispers. ‘If you are acting in good faith, we will help each other.’

Dunya takes the hint. The great composer had written this symphony under the Soviet regime, full of violent emotion and covert musical hints of satire and resistance. Stalin had declared the man an enemy of the Russian people. After Stalin’s death Shostakovich was rehabilitated.

She whispers:

‘The K-295 connects to the internet now and then via a satellite link. I was able to log into the internal system through a digital back door. The K-295 runs on ultra-modern software for autonomous control. That software isn’t Russian or Chinese, but largely American, from the company Tesla. The back door gives access to literally every system on board. As soon as there is an internet connection, whoever built in the back door can steer the boat, control it, fire weapons and sabotage it. The AI software is also suitable for tanks, helicopters, drones and robots. Recently a new submarine sank in China, and in Britain a fire broke out in a shed where three new submarines are being built. I have all the code and documentation on my laptop as proof.’

Alexsandr blinks. He is of the old school and knows little about digital technology. Her technological story is a stark contrast to the sounds of the classical instruments floating through his office.

‘Are you saying someone has control over more of Russia’s ultra-modern military hardware?’

‘Possibly, Your Excellency. And possibly Chinese hardware too, and American, and British, and who knows which other countries.’

Alexsandr thinks. The K-295 Samara had been upgraded in total secrecy without informing Defence. But much more equipment has gone missing. Tanks. Aircraft. They’re bound to be somewhere, but they’re not properly recorded in the systems, or they’re listed at the wrong location, or it isn’t properly documented whether the equipment is operational, destroyed, rotting or under maintenance. 

He had put this down to incompetence, bureaucracy and corruption. Mainly corruption. Only recently he had had the head of Defence personnel arrested. The man had pocketed thirty million roubles in bribes, and at his home they found tens of millions of roubles in dollars, plus drawers full of jewellery and gold Rolexes. 

That was nothing compared with the discovery that his own deputy minister had collected almost a billion roubles in bribes by quietly awarding money for building barracks, bases and installations to corrupt cronies. 

The man turned out to be a member of the big mafia clan that had the country in its grip. Both men were now in prison camps, but the mafia’s grip was very strong, and he had not dared to make a clean sweep.

But what if tanks and ships and aircraft have also been secretly fitted with this technology? Then the Big Boss is trying to bypass him and his Ministry of Defence entirely and gain control over a substantial part of the military hardware. 

And what about such a back door? Then someone has control over the whole world. They could unleash an uncontrolled nuclear war and make it look as if Russia was behind it. Or hold an entire country hostage and blackmail it… Is Musk doing this off his own bat, or together with the USA?

That bastard of a Big Boss! He caused all of this! This is plain treason! 

‘We must verify your information. But you must not share this with anyone!’ says Alexsandr. 

‘From now on you report directly to me. You are head of the GRUc, effective immediately. I am putting together a strategic and tactical team.’

Dunya wonders whether she should also mention 0d1n. She decides not to. After all, she has had an affair with him. And in this dangerous situation she mustn’t give the appearance of having colluded with a possible enemy… 

He presses the intercom button. ‘Summon Yuri, Maksim, Valentin and Dominik. I want to see them at 11:00.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 12:48, Mediterranean Sea

 

The K-295 Samara races silently at high speed through the Mediterranean, 23 nautical miles from the Strait of Gibraltar. 

‘You all right, Berend?’ asks Driekus.

‘Aye.’ Berend was quieter and more withdrawn than ever. Emotions are still raging through him. Nyx86 had stalked him digitally for years and was deadly dangerous. That constant threat had done something to him back then. And then she turned out to be the most fantastic woman he had ever met. The shock of that time came flooding back. It could have gone so badly wrong. She could have discovered his identity. It could have been a trap; she could have poisoned him. But it had been the most beautiful night of his life. He had fallen in love on the spot. And now she’s after him again. Swinging back and forth between fear, anger, love and longing had made him decide to quit his work, in an attempt to forget her. And that was why he was now sitting in this submarine. ‘What does she want from me?’ he thinks. ‘If she finds out where we are, we’ll be blown up. Or might she miss me too?’

‘Look, there, at Gibraltar.’ Gezinus points at Samara’s screen. Several ships show up on the radar. 

‘A Spanish sub-hunter. It’s keeping an eye on things.’

‘How are we going to get past that? Ride along under a ship again?’

‘They might have rumbled that trick by now. We need to think of something else.’

‘Samara, come up with a ruse to get past Gibraltar unseen.’

Samara waits two seconds and answers: ‘The Strait of Gibraltar is 32 nautical miles long, 24 nautical miles wide, with a depth of 300 metres at minimum and 900 at maximum. A maximum speed of 13 knots applies to protect whales. The strait is guarded by Spanish and Moroccan units equipped with the latest combined active and passive sonar systems from, among others, Thales. There is currently a Spanish submarine hunter present. There is an eastward surface current and a westward undercurrent of saltier water from the Mediterranean. Sonar bounces off the salt layer, making detection very difficult, and in the event of detection a false location will very probably be registered. If we sail very deep, we can reach the Atlantic Ocean unseen. I detect no other underwater activity, but there is a 44% risk of other submarines being present, given the alertness of NATO and Russia.’

The three men look at each other in surprise. Apparently Samara has factored their conversations about the headlines into her analysis.

‘Forty-four per cent? That’s a big risk,’ says Driekus.

‘And what if we come up with a diversion, Samara?’ asks Gezinus.

Samara waits a second. ‘With a successful diversion, the hunter and any submarines will go searching, and our risk falls to 24%.’

‘I’ll take that,’ grunts Berend. ‘Hold position until we have a plan.’

The Samara slows down.

Berend opens his laptop and scrolls through the Samara’s translated documentation. 

‘Gezinus, will you help me unscrew something?’ asks Berend. 

‘Samara, when the coast is clear, surface, and make sure only the top of the sail is above water.’

Radar and sonar images appear on the screen. The surroundings seem empty. The vessel slowly rises. 

Gezinus gets up and climbs into the conning tower with Berend.

A little later the two come back with a two-metre antenna. 

Berend says: ‘Samara, go back down to 200 metres.’ The submarine slowly descends and disappears under the water.

‘What’s that?’ asks Driekus.

‘This is the GLONASS/AIS antenna, for tracking. I’d already switched them off, but I’ve got an idea. Gezinus, are you coming?’

Driekus is curious and follows the men to the torpedo room at the front of the K-295.

‘Here,’ says Berend. ‘This is an autonomous projectile.’ He points at a long tube about forty centimetres across. It looks like a torpedo, with a propeller at the back and a black plastic cap with sensors on the nose.

‘Submarines carry advanced mini-subs. They can go on ahead and scout.’

‘What are you going to do with it?’

‘Just wait.’ Berend carefully unscrews the device. Inside is a great tangle of cables and a small control panel.

Berend carefully slides the antenna into the mini-sub, tapes it in place with gaffer tape and connects the electronics to the internal battery. 

‘Under water the antenna has no signal, but above water it does.’

He programs instructions into the panel and screws the mini-sub shut again.

‘Will you help me lift it? It has to go in that tube.’

Grunting, the men lift the mini-sub a little, put chains under it and throw the chains over a rail on the ceiling. 

With a lot of groaning they haul on the chains and lift the four-metre-long monster in front of the mouth of the launch tube. They push the device inside and seal the tube by closing the hatch and forcefully turning a big lever.

‘Quick, to Samara.’

The men hurry back to the control room in their slippers.

‘Samara, launch the mini-sub in tube two.’

Almost inaudibly, a hatch opens. Driekus and Gezinus wait for a big launch bang.

But they hear nothing. On the screen they see a 3D diagram of the Samara. They see the mini-sub highlighted, slowly propelling itself out of the tube and forwards. The hatch closes again.

A status screen appears, with live data from the mini-sub.

‘Right. Now we wait a few hours.’

‘Wait? For what?’

‘I’ve set the mini-sub to go through the Strait of Gibraltar, turn south, and sail on the surface there. There it will automatically broadcast our GLONASS and AIS signal. Bet you they follow our signal? Then they’ll think we’re heading south. We wait until they go after it, and then we try to slip past Gibraltar unseen, heading north.’

‘To the Far North,’ says Driekus. 

‘Haha, yeah,’ says Gezinus. ‘So irritating when they say that on TV. As if, to the Randstad, Groningen is at the North Pole. Those people never get outside the A10 ring road, their little world is that narrow.’

‘Our narrow little world is currently a little tube under the sea.’

‘No, our journey in this nuclear submarine is a journey towards an energy-independent world.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 13:12, Moscow

 

Alexsandr Vjazemski rubs his cold hands together and turns up the collar of his coat. The boat’s cabin is cold. This boat is sometimes used to welcome VIP guests and show them the city from the water.

He has brought Dunya and four of his confidants on board, and they are sailing on the Moskva river, right in front of the Ministry of Defence. Four guards stand on deck, watching the surroundings.

‘Here we can’t be overheard,’ says Alexsandr. ‘The reason I have to speak to you in this place is an extremely sensitive one. There is documentation of high treason in our government, right up to the very top, with direct undermining of our ministry and hijacking of our military hardware. There is evidence of foreign interference and control over our equipment, and of knowing or unknowing cooperation with it from the top. Here and now, in the utmost secrecy, we must analyse and confirm all the information. I expect full cooperation and loyalty. Realise, at the same time, that our lives are now in danger. But our country’s life is in danger too. The world is in danger.’

The five present look shocked and nod. Alexsandr had recruited them personally, hiring them for their incorruptibility, seniority, fearlessness, intelligence and loyalty.

‘As soon as we have verified the information, we must act. First, we must shut down all internet access, legal or illegal, to our equipment, to prevent it being hijacked and us being used to start a nuclear war. Realise that we will be shutting down the whole country, the economy and all our military operations digitally. At the same time we have no choice but to inform NATO of the danger they and we face together. And we will have to hunt the K-295 together with NATO. Realise that the corrupt mafia clan could see all of this as high treason.’

Those present look at each other. Are the six of them to take on the mafia? The government? And work with NATO? 

‘But what if NATO is part of the plot!’ whispers Dominik. She looks at the others. ‘We can’t just report this to them.’

‘That’s true. It could also be that the USA knows about it but NATO doesn’t. We’ll have to work in a roundabout way to find out whether they know about the back door. If not, they and we are in great danger. If so, we can confront them with it. But we have little time.’

Dunya says: ‘The GRUc is currently compiling a list of all our own equipment, and of NATO equipment, that may be compromised by the software. We are going to block access to our equipment and try to take control of theirs, to prevent an uncontrolled worldwide war.’

‘I picked you personally for your love of your country and your aversion to corruption,’ says Alexsandr. ‘I am appealing to you. It will be hard. But this is a winning team. For Russia!’

‘For Russia!’ 




Sunday 10 November 2024, 14:39, Gibraltar

 

On the Spanish frigate ESPS Numancia, a vessel with the number K-295 appears on the AIS screen. It is sailing south along the coast of Morocco. 


Sunday 10 November 2024, 14:39, Moscow

 

On the GLONASS tracking screens of Russian naval vessels, a location for the K-295 Samara appears. It is sailing south along the coast of Morocco.




Chapter 11

 

Atlantic Ocean




Sunday 10 November 2024, 14:43, Brussels

 

In the hastily convened online video meeting, the Spanish delegate speaks fast, with a typical Spanish lilt. ‘We have just picked up the K-295’s AIS signal, south of Tangier, heading towards Rabat. Speed seven knots. The signal keeps cutting out, so we suspect she is sailing just below the surface. We are sending our destroyers there and informing Morocco.’

‘What, she’s off Morocco? How can she have got there? All the way from the eastern Mediterranean to Morocco?’

Ethan quickly grabs a calculator. Has the Samara even been in that corner at all? He measures the distance from the last sighting near the Greek island of Samothrace to the spot where the K-295 has just been seen. Friday 10:15 to Sunday 14:39… that’s 52 hours and a quarter or so… The sailing distance is 1,710 nautical miles… That’s an average of 33 knots? He checks the K-295 Samara’s technical data. She can indeed do 33 knots. But then she must really have sailed non-stop. 

‘Theoretically the K-295 can sail at 33 knots and could have covered that distance directly in that time. But it’s really very tight, I don’t actually think that’s reali…’ he says.

‘So the Greeks nearly started a war in the Middle East for nothing?’ Turkey interrupts him.

‘Not if you’d spotted them in the Bosphorus, you wouldn’t,’ Greece sneers back.

‘Gentlemen!’ the chair calls them to order. ‘The Samara has been located and there is a signal. Joint Force Command Naples can scale down the operation in the eastern Mediterranean. We must inform Israel and Egypt. And the Russians too. But keep an eye on them there. We are intensifying the search off Africa. Who can send hardware there quickly?’

The representatives of Spain, France, Italy and Portugal raise their hands. 

‘I also want an overview by 15:00 of what hardware we still have stationed at the Horn of Africa, and it must be deployed immediately. We have to box that submarine in from the north, west and south! Finally: we tell the press that an exercise is being planned, and beyond that we keep our mouths firmly shut. The speculation is wild and we share nothing.’

Ethan wants to finish his point, but the video link is cut. ‘Those Turks and Greeks are always in each other’s waters!’ he thinks. Despite his bad mood, he catches himself laughing at the phrase. ‘Literally in each other’s waters,’ he thinks. 

He starts gathering data on what hardware is near Morocco. ‘Thirty-three knots… If the K-295 is heading south along Africa... where on earth is she going? Which African country is capable of hijacking a Russian nuclear submarine?’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 14:44, Moscow

 

‘Beep!’ The K-295’s GLONASS location appears on Dunya’s screen again. She has been staring at the screen, mesmerised, for five minutes. Along the coast of Morocco the red dot on her digital map slides down a little. And the signal drops out again.

Dunya has unexpectedly been promoted to head of the GRUc and now sits in a raised office overlooking the industrial hall with all her Russian GRUc colleagues. She has no idea what became of her predecessor. He was already gone when she arrived. That’s how things go in Russia; it doesn’t surprise her. In the hall below she now sees her team leader, who looks up at her in surprise and goes back to work.

She hasn’t had any time to brief her colleagues yet. That will have to wait. First finish the list of potentially compromised hardware. They need to know which equipment that software is in, to slam that back door shut.

‘Beep!’ Another location. ‘0d1n has fooled me with GLONASS before. I don’t believe for a second that the K-295 has suddenly turned up off Africa,’ she thinks. She takes a calculator and works out the distance and the time. ‘Yes, it’s possible. But then again, it isn’t. 0d1n… I wonder how he is. What on earth is he playing at? Argh. No time to think about him now. Back to work.’

Dunya studies her list. She has managed to locate a dozen submarines, hundreds of tanks and many helicopters and aircraft. Defence has given her a list of NATO equipment that may also be fitted with the dangerous autonomous software. The scale of it shocks her.

‘If even a tenth of this list is compromised, Musk could destroy the world…’ she thinks.




Sunday 10 November 2024, 14:57, Moscow

 

‘Bzzzz.’ The mobile phone Alexsandr had been given by Dunya vibrates. He walks out of his office to the toilet and calls back.

‘Da?’ 

‘Your Excellency, the list is bigger than we suspected. I’m sending it to your phone.’

‘Thank you.’ Alexsandr hangs up. A message appears on the screen. It is a long list of drones, aircraft, submarines, helicopters and tanks. Russian equipment. NATO equipment. 

He taps in a number. He had learned it by heart.

‘Oui?’

‘Sébastien,’ says Alexsandr, and continues in broken French. ‘We are in an extremely precarious situation. Are we speaking securely?’

‘I’ll call you right back.’

The line goes dead. Alexsandr looks around. Yellow tiles on the walls and white tiles on the floor. A wooden toilet seat. It smells of chlorine and urine.

‘Bzzzt.’ 

‘Yes?’

‘Alexsandr, what’s going on?’

‘Sébastien, my friend. We have a shared problem. A very, very big problem. I’m telling you this in confidence. You know that for a few days we’ve had a problem with the K-295 Samara. I must inform you, but you absolutely must not inform the US or the UK, and this absolutely must not come back to Russia through any other channel.’

Sébastien asks: ‘What problem, Alexsandr?’

‘Can I trust you?’

‘Yes.’ 

Alexsandr thinks. He can still hang up now. If he goes ahead, and France leaks this information to the US or to Russia, he will be arrested for high treason within the hour. But what choice does he have? Russia is in great danger. The world is in great danger. And he knows Sébastien well. They have pulled each other out of tight spots a few times, during escalations between the two nuclear powers. If there is anyone he can trust, it is Sébastien. 

‘Sébastien. The K-295 Samara has been hijacked. We don’t know by whom, where she is or where she is going. We do have confirmation that there are no weapons on board; I guarantee you that. But the Samara isn’t our problem, or yours. Because we have discovered something else. Something terrible, shocking and world-destroying. It turns out that autonomous software was installed in the Samara, without my ministry’s knowledge. This software comes from Tesla. We have discovered that there is a back door in it. An outsider can exercise full control over the submarine: steering, sensors, weapons. Again, the Samara has no weapons on board. But we have drawn up a list of other equipment the software is probably installed in as well. Tanks, fighter jets. Submarines. Nuclear weapons. Russian, Chinese and NATO weapons alike. We are pre-emptively switching off internet communications, and I advise you to do the same. Since Musk works closely with the re-elected President Trump, we fear a number of scenarios. One: this is a set-up by Musk and the American military to gain control over the military hardware of all enemies and partners. Two: this is a set-up by Musk with Trump to gain a worldwide grip on warfare. Three: Musk is acting alone. I am sharing this information at the risk of my own life, and at the risk that NATO could win a war against Russia. But I am convinced you face the same danger. I will send the evidence to the number you are calling from now. And you will soon see us partly shut down communications and start blocking Starlink signals. This is an exceptional situation that unites us for the time being. I am counting on your trust. But I would also have to deal harshly with any breach of it; you understand that.’

Sébastien is silent for a moment. ‘I will study the documents. Thank you for the information, my friend.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 15:10, Moscow

 

Dunya has called all her colleagues together. More than seventy staff have gathered in the ultra-modern interior of the old cigarette factory, so neglected from the outside.

‘Under the authority of the Minister of Defence, I have taken over the leadership of the GRUc. Today we launch the biggest operation in the GRUc’s history. From now on we operate in complete isolation mode. There may be no contact with the outside world. You must hand in all your personal devices now. We have been given a very special, important and honourable assignment. All your other work is suspended for the time being. The briefings start in three minutes. I have divided you into these groups: 

1) Project Gagarin: we are going to close a critical back door in software. We have at most 12 hours to build and test the patch.

2) Project Maletsjenko: within 24 hours the patch must be rolled out worldwide across a long list of defence equipment. We will inform every unit, send them the patch and guide them through it.

3) Project Titov: the Russian internet will be further blocked to prevent any possible access to military systems.

4) Project Tereshkova: we must jam all Starlink communications with radio transmitters.

5) Project Korolev and Project Laika: these are emergency scenarios I will only reveal if the situation calls for it.


Sunday 10 November 2024, 15:30, Brussels

 

‘Why aren’t the US and the UK in this meeting?’

‘As a precaution, based on the extremely sensitive information just shared.’

‘So the Russians are telling France that the Americans have a back door in our newest weapons? I don’t trust the Russians. This is a set-up to drive NATO apart!’ says the German delegate.

‘Let’s analyse the Russian intel first. According to our information there is more going on in Russia. Things are brewing there.’

‘We’ll reconvene at 17:00. That gives us an hour and a half to analyse the data. Meanwhile the search for the K-295 off Africa must continue. We maintain absolute secrecy.’

Ethan had never experienced anything like this. A call with only a handful of Western European countries, without the UK and without the US. The US had always been NATO’s driving force. If the newly re-elected President Trump finds out that crucial information is being kept from the US, NATO is finished. 

He walks to a locked meeting room and finds a dozen data analysts and software engineers from France, Spain, Denmark and Portugal. They divide up the files from one Dunya Kovalenko and start reading up on the analyses, files and code. 




Sunday 10 November 2024, 16:28, Gibraltar

 

‘Your diversion seems to be working, Berend,’ says Gezinus. ‘All those ships have gone.’

The Samara glides silently into the Strait of Gibraltar, on towards the Atlantic Ocean.

Driekus looks a little worriedly at Berend, who is hunched over his laptop. He is very quiet. Something is up. But he won’t bring it up himself. And he doesn’t respond to questions either. 

Gezinus looks at Berend too, and at Driekus, and shrugs. Gezinus says: ‘Lads, we’ve cleared another hurdle. The trickiest waters are behind us. A few more days and we’re home!’

‘Aye, back to Groningen at last, I can’t wait to get back on X!’ says Driekus. ‘Read the paper, watch RONO, the regional broadcaster, because they always have such positive, in-depth news, and then I can have a good old comment on it, haha.’

‘Haha,’ says Gezinus, just as cynically, ‘what news? Because what am I supposed to do with my life now the Groningen provincial executive has collapsed?’

‘Haha, yeah, a proper drama, lad. I couldn’t sleep for nights. All of life in the province has ground to a halt: nobody can work, no bread is being baked, no letters delivered, people have nothing to eat and are dying of cold, now the provincial executive has fallen.’ Driekus is doubled up with laughter.

‘How many people actually work at the provincial headquarters?’ asks Gezinus.

‘About half of them,’ jokes Driekus.

‘Haha, that’s more than I thought. How did it go again with the efficiency of the damage repair file? The Institute for Mining Damage? Isn’t that where all those provincial civil servants and student-loans-agency staff went to work?’

‘I thought only about thirty per cent of every euro meant for earthquake damage repair and compensation actually reached the people. The rest went on overhead, consultants and studies.’

‘Bizarre. Imagine. A taxpayer pays one euro in tax, running the scheme costs 70 cents, and the actual goal gets only thirty cents. Then as a government you look a right fool. Then you just can’t do it. Then just stop.’

‘Yeah, and that’s only this one file. Imagine how inefficient the government is when it comes to other things, like the childcare benefits scandal. It’s just pumping money round in circles. More sticks to the fingers along the way than is left at the end. And all they do is invent more little rules that get in our way, with our own money, to make themselves even more important and therefore richer.’

‘It’s perverse, sick, and it’s killing our economy and our prosperity. It smothers innovation too. There should be a law saying overhead can be 20% at most, or else the agency is simply shut down for incompetence and laziness.’

‘I’m all for it, lad! I’m all for it.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 17:00, Brussels

 

‘We have analysed the information and the code. From our analysis it seems unrealistic that the Russians have fabricated all this information to drive us and the US apart. The code is genuine,’ Ethan begins.

The group looks grave.

One of the software developers clears his throat. ‘The software does indeed seem to come from Tesla. It is the same autonomous military software that various NATO countries have bought from them. And there is indeed a back door in it, accessible via the internet. It is ingeniously hidden. The software can detect when a Starlink network is nearby. It then reports to a Starlink cloud service, which establishes a connection and passes on instructions. Those instructions can range from control to firing weapons to sabotage.’

The people present look at each other, astonished and grave. This is an extremely serious leak that undermines the sovereign defence of their countries. It is appalling that none of the countries found this leak before rolling out the software. That had to be done in a hurry too, given the rising tensions in the world. And how come the Russians and China also have access to this technology? Has Musk dodged international sanctions and made billions selling his software?

‘And the list of compromised ships, aircraft and drones? Are the British submarines under construction on it, for instance, where there was that fire?’

The Spanish data analyst shares his screen and says: ‘That’s right. And the full list is long, sir. This software has been rolled out over the past few months on a lot of equipment, from nearly all our participating countries.’

Ethan takes over. ‘We may also have found a clue about the hijacking in the data. According to the AIS data, the K-295 is sailing south along Africa. The Russian data specialist has found the name of the wifi network on the submarine: “Undersea-frikanDEL”. We interpret this as “Under The Afrikan Delete”. Musk is originally from South Africa.’

A discussion breaks out among the participants.

‘And what about Russia?’

‘This information was shared in confidence by the Minister of Defence himself, Alexsandr Vjazemski. He is a dangerous opponent, but at the same time one of the few Russians at that level who doesn’t appear to be corrupt. He says he is extremely unhappy about how Putin went behind his back and let this situation arise.’

‘There is a lot of incompetence in Russia, but thanks to him we now have information about this gigantic security hole. He could easily have used it against us. If he gets Russia safe, we should help him.’

‘Help the Russians?’

‘We have a shared problem. We have to solve it together.’

‘Work with Russians? Without the US? And outside the official Russian channels? That’s the end of NATO!’

‘We don’t trust Putin. This man, for now, we do.’

‘But what about the US? Our most important ally!’

‘It’s their software! Their back door!’

‘Yes, but what if their defence establishment doesn’t know anything about it either? Their arsenal is gigantic! What if Trump is behind this?’ The chair says: ‘I’ll call the Secretary General and discuss the next steps with him.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 12:16, Washington (local time)

 

Joe and Jill Biden have just sat down to Sunday lunch. Jill looks at Joe, head tilted, arms folded. She had arranged a lovely salmon salad, with avocado, and fresh smoothies. But he had asked for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and was drinking from a bottle of Gatorade. 

‘Joe,’ she says, ‘just eat healthily with me for once. Your diet is like a child’s. Last night you ordered quesadillas and churros. And I know perfectly well you secretly polished off a whole tub of chocolate ice cream as well, when I had to go to the benefit dinner. I found the empty carton in the bin.’

‘Honey,’ he says. ‘I’m 81 years old. Remember what President George Bush senior said? That his mother made him eat broccoli? Then he became President of the United States and announced on TV that he wasn’t going to eat broccoli any more. Hilarious.’

Joe and Jill have known each other so long, and he knows she is irritated by his eating habits but also enjoys his jokes. 

There is a knock at the door. ‘Mr President, I have Mr Rutte of NATO for you on a secure line. It’s urgent.’

Joe takes the phone. ‘Mark, how are you? Enjoying the new job?’ 

‘Mister President. Dear Joe. Yes, it’s fantastic. What a great organisation. I’ve met so many nice people. Really great. And such wonderful challenges.’

‘Listen, Mark, I’m at lunch and Jill already has opinions about me not eating salmon, let alone about me being interrupted during a meal. Shall I call you back later?’

‘Erm. I’m sorry, Joe. Give Jill my regards and my apologies, and tell her I’ll make it up to her with a box of Belgian chocolates. This really is urgent and extremely sensitive.’

Joe mouths sorry to Jill, stuffs the peanut butter and jelly sandwich into his mouth and says with his mouth full: ‘Is this about those terrible events in Amsterdam, Mark?’ and walks to his meeting room.

A few minutes later Joe Biden comes back. ‘Sorry, Jill. We have a problem. I’m calling the staff together.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 13:00, Washington (local time)

 

Joe Biden sits at the head of the big wooden table in the Situation Room. Present are the top security advisers and the entire Joint Chiefs of Staff, the country’s highest-ranking generals and admirals. Biden appointed the whole staff personally. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome. We have a very urgent and extremely sensitive situation. Our country is under serious threat, from outside and from within. What I share here stays in this room.’

He checks that everyone has grasped the gravity. People nod. 

‘Russia has informed NATO that it has access to the autonomous technology in our most modern military hardware and could take control of it.’

Those present are shocked and listen open-mouthed.

‘But it turns out that Russia and China have this technology in their own equipment too, and are just as vulnerable. Russia has put a large team on it to close all the holes within 24 hours, and is willing to share this fix with us.’

‘Excuse me, Mr President,’ the Chief of Staff of the Army, General Dan R. King, interrupts him, ‘let Russian software into our weapons?’

‘I understand your concerns, Dan. It’s even more sensitive than that: our contact with Russia is directly with their Minister of Defence, outside all official channels. But that’s not all. The software was supplied by Tesla, Elon Musk’s company. They deliberately built in access to the software, practically undetectable.’

Those present look at each other in astonishment and start to argue. Joe Biden calls for silence.

‘Through Starlink, Elon Musk can take control of American, British, Russian and Chinese nuclear submarines, ships, tanks, helicopters and any other hardware their software is in. Russia discovered this after one of their submarines disappeared earlier this week. This year there have already been incidents: a fire involving British submarines, a New Zealand navy ship, and a sunken Chinese submarine.’

‘But this is a gigantic risk!’

‘Why do we trust this Russian? Who says Russia isn’t making this up to paralyse us?’ 

‘And Trump and Musk work closely together. What are their intentions?’

‘That’s my problem,’ says Joe Biden. ‘Putin apparently has a role in this. We don’t know whether Donald Trump knows about it or is working with him. We can’t rule it out, but we can’t assume it either. And we are in the middle of the transition, handing power over to him. We really cannot inform him now. If he is somehow behind this and hears what we are discussing here, he could order Musk to sabotage our military hardware, and even provoke a worldwide nuclear war.’

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘But if we keep this from him and he finds out, he’ll milk that for all it’s worth too.’

‘Correct,’ says Joe Biden. ‘This is tightrope walking on a volcano with nuclear weapons. I need your advice.’

The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, John B. Rasmussen, thinks for a moment. ‘First we must verify the NATO information. If it checks out, we must detain Elon Musk or neutralise him.’

He turns to the generals and admirals: ‘Meanwhile I advise you all to protect your hardware. Within an hour, draw up a list of all equipment that is compromised. Ban Starlink from all military bases, operations and equipment. Do this in the utmost secrecy.’ 

He turns back to Joe Biden: ‘Mr President, I advise you not to inform Donald Trump yet, and to find out what his role is.’

‘Agreed, John.’ Joe Biden turns to his National Security Advisor: ‘Henry, keep this quiet and start your investigation. We stay in the Situation Room, and at 13:00 I want an update from everyone.’




Sunday 10 November 2024, 19:34, Amsterdam

 

Petra reads a new short statement from NATO about an exercise off Africa. 

She picks up her phone and calls a few spokespeople. Nobody answers. ‘Admittedly,’ she thinks, ‘it’s Sunday evening, but surely someone must be reachable during such a big exercise? This is fishy.’

She messages her NATO contact. She sees him come online, but no reply comes. ‘They’re hiding something. Has the search moved? Or am I now looking for things that aren’t there?’

She checks other news sources. The operation in the Mediterranean seems to be over, as far as she can tell from X and other sources. She notices that the story of the missing submarine is no longer news. The topic has been replaced by uproar over banned demonstrations in Amsterdam, Trump, and Israel confirming it was behind the exploding pagers.




Sunday 10 November 2024, 14:00, Washington (local time)

 

‘The NSA confirms the back door, Mr President. They want to solve this together with Russia. They say they’ll have the fix within 12 hours, and then the roll-out phase begins. That could take 72 hours, though, given the scale of the operation.’

‘And Starlink?’

‘All receivers have been switched off, sir.’

‘So we’re no longer vulnerable?’

‘All personnel have explicit instructions not to use the internet on board or near equipment. We’re only safe once we, Russia and China have closed the back doors. Until Thursday morning we’re at serious risk.’

‘Could we hack the Russians now, and China?’

‘Yes, but the priority is protecting our own hardware. Being able to shut down their weapons is certainly an interesting topic for later.’

‘And Musk?’

‘We are preparing an operation as we speak, Mr President. Project Nikola.’

‘I want a personal call with this Alexsandr, the Russian Minister of Defence. How can I reach him?’




Monday 11 November 2024, 8:04, Moscow

 

‘Bzzzzt.’ The mobile phone Alexsandr Vjazemski got from Dunya vibrates. He walks quickly to the toilet.

‘Da.’

‘Your Excellency, this is Dunya. The fix to close the back door is ready and tested.’ Her voice sounds surprisingly clear and cheerful for someone who has worked through the night.

‘Thank God. I have a meeting with all the admirals and generals shortly, and I’ll immediately order full cooperation, with top priority. You are leading this operation.’

Alexsandr hangs up. ‘Thank goodness there are some competent people in our beautiful but corrupt country too. When this is over, I’m going to promote her,’ he thinks. 

He looks at his watch and realises he has to hurry, because his meeting with the staff of generals and admirals starts in ten minutes. It will be a very important meeting. It could cost him his head.

As he walks out of the toilets, the phone vibrates again. He looks: it’s Sébastien. ‘I don’t have time now, Sébastien. Is it urgent?’

‘I have the President of the United States on the line for you, Your Excellency.’




Monday 11 November 2024, 09:23, Atlantic Ocean

 

The dark shadow of the K-295 Samara glides silently at 33 knots, some 200 metres under water, more than 50 kilometres off the Spanish coast, level with Santiago de Compostela. 

‘We’re making good progress,’ says Gezinus. ‘Soon we cross the Bay of Biscay, and tonight we’ll already be level with Brittany.’

Berend doesn’t react. He is withdrawn. Thoughts and emotions toss him back and forth. At least Nyx86 hasn’t discovered their location, or so it seems. That she is after him ought, rationally, to frighten him, but his gut says he actually wants contact with her. He has to know what she knows about him. And what she wants from him.

‘Lads, we’ve been sailing non-stop for 16 hours,’ says Berend. ‘Time to ping home?’

‘But your laptop was attacked, wasn’t it? Isn’t that really dangerous?’ asks Driekus.

‘Yeah, do you dare go online?’

‘They can’t find our location, and I’ll make sure I’m extra alert for hacks,’ says Berend.

Driekus and Gezinus look at Berend. ‘Well, you’re the expert. I’m curious what’s happening in the world too.’

They look at the screen. There are no other ships nearby.

‘Samara, we’re going up for a moment. Only the Starlink needs to be above water, so keep the conning tower under as much as possible.’

Samara adjusts the hydroplanes and the submarine rises steadily towards the surface.

Berend opens his laptop and waits for a connection. 

‘Ping!’ 

A message appears on his screen. It isn’t from Gerda or Jelle. It’s from Nyx86.

GO OFFLINE NOW. THERE IS A BACK DOOR IN THE K-295. RISK OF SABOTAGE. NYX86.

Berend turns white. A message from her! He stares at the screen and reads what it says.

‘What’s that?!’ asks Driekus.

‘Who’s that?’ asks Gezinus.

Berend leaps up in panic and runs to the cable coming down from the conning tower, but before he manages to yank it loose, all the lights in the control room go out and the Samara suddenly dives at an angle of a good fifty degrees. For a moment Berend hangs from the cable, almost floating, before it snaps and he falls painfully hard onto the floor.

Gezinus and Driekus lose their balance and fall backwards, slamming into the equipment cabinets against the wall.

‘Bloody hell, what’s happening!!’ shouts Gezinus.

‘We’ve been hacked!’ shouts Berend.

‘Samara, stop diving!’ shouts Gezinus.

The submarine doesn’t respond and keeps pitching forward.

They scramble to their feet and head for Samara’s big modern screen.

On it is an internet meme, a drawn face with text underneath:

‘HELLO HIJACKERS. GOTCHA. LET THAT SINK IN.’

‘Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck!’ shouts Berend. ‘Where’s my laptop?’

The sudden dive had sent his laptop sliding into the corner of the control room. Berend lowers himself down and grabs it. Apart from a few scratches it luckily seems undamaged. He crawls back towards the screen.

‘We’re diving way too deep like this!’ says Gezinus. ‘We’re at 223 metres already! 248! 277!’

Berend yanks open the screen’s equipment cabinet and connects his laptop.

With great difficulty Gezinus clambers behind the manual controls. He pulls a few sliders, but the submarine doesn’t respond to anything. ‘The system has taken over everything and isn’t responding to anything!’

‘Driekus! You need to work the diving planes by hand!’ shouts Gezinus. ‘And I’ll work the ballast tanks by hand.’

Driekus lets himself slide forward. The diving planes are at the front of the submarine. Gezinus climbs aft; the manual ballast tank controls are down by the engine room. 

Luckily Berend can still get into the code. He scrolls through configurations, through the code, looking for anything that can quickly give him control again. He glances at the big screen: depth 396 metres.

Thoughts race through his mind. ‘Did Nyx86 hack the submarine? Is she now sending us into the depths, where the boat will implode and pulverise us under the unimaginable pressure?’ 

‘No time to think about that now. I have to get control back,’ he thinks.

Driekus clambers as best he can in the dark towards the front of the submarine. He hangs on to the many pipes and levers so as not to fall forward. 

‘Diving planes, diving planes, where were those diving planes again!’ Driekus shouts as loud as he can. This summer they had gone through all the documentation together, and repeated it, and repeated it. But how can one person remember every lever, every slider and every valve of a submarine run by seventy trained specialists?

‘Torpedo deck, lower level!’ Berend shouts back.

‘Okay!’ Driekus slides further down, and knew enough. He climbs down, falls hard onto the floor of the lower deck, and rolls hard into the sharp metal edges of an empty torpedo rack. ‘Ow!’

In the dark, Gezinus climbs aft through the crew’s quarters, past the reactor zone, and scrambles down by the engine room. He gropes his way along all sorts of pipes and burns a hand on a scalding pipe. ‘Owww, fuck!’

Berend looks at the screen: depth 513 metres. A little over 100 metres, a minute to go, and they’ll be at the critical depth of 600.

Driekus starts turning the manual controls of the port and starboard diving planes. With great force and loud groaning, the big levers start to move. Gradually the submarine’s angle becomes a little less steep.

Gezinus feels his way on in the darkness and starts turning the ballast tank valves. ‘Water has to go out, and air has to go in, but how much? Just give them a few turns first!’

The submarine pitches noticeably less. Berend looks at the screen. 543 metres deep. The submarine creaks. The whole structure creaks. But they are still sinking. 562 metres. 

Berend starts wiping configurations in the system. ‘Samara, surface!’ The submarine doesn’t respond to his command.

Gezinus keeps turning and turning the ballast pump valves. 

581 metres. 593 metres. 603 metres. The submarine levels off. The creaking of the metal is terrifying. 

The submarine begins to tilt slightly backwards. She’s rising! 599 metres. 584 metres. 

The Samara is now rising more and more. Where the men first had to hold on to keep from falling forward, now they have to hold on to keep from falling backwards. 

Driekus turns the diving planes back a little, so that the upward slope eases slightly. It is incredibly sensitive: a touch to the left and the boat dives into the depths, a touch to the right and up she goes again. It is impossible to keep the submarine stable and level by hand, let alone bring her up in a controlled way.

Berend thinks: ‘Okay, it’s all or nothing now. Either Samara never comes back and we have to get the submarine home entirely by hand, or we get control back,’ and he gives Samara’s autonomous system a reset command. 

Her screen goes black. Every system in the K-295 falls silent. 

Berend stares at the big screen. It takes an eternity. ‘Come on, come on. Come on. Come on!’ he shouts. Then the Russian Navy logo appears. 

A message in Chinese appears on the screen. Berend can’t decipher it.

‘Samara?’

No response.

Berend grabs his laptop and searches through the configuration files again. Meanwhile the submarine is making wild movements, up and then down again. Berend has to hold on with one hand and use the other for his laptop.

Again the screen goes black. Again it takes an eternity. And again the Russian Navy logo appears.

‘Samara?’

‘Welcome aboard the K-295 Samara. What are your instructions?’ The clear woman’s voice sounds from the screen, in Dutch.

Berend could weep with joy. 

‘Samara, sail at 33 knots towards Brittany at a depth of 200 metres. Monitor all activity nearby and make sure we are not detected.’

The vessel stabilises and slowly climbs. 

‘Put the lights back on, and check whether you’re intact.’

Samara waits a second and switches the lighting back on. ‘The integrity of the outer hull and the structure appears to be in order. I have switched the oxygen supply back on. There is a fault with the communications systems.’

‘So the oxygen had been switched off as well,’ thinks Berend. ‘This was an outright assassination attempt.’ 

‘It’s correct that the communications systems are absent. You can ignore that. Welcome, Samara. I’m Berend, the ship’s engineer.’

‘And you can call me Jack Sparrow,’ says Driekus, who has just walked into the control room.

‘Hello Berend, hello Jack,’ says Samara. 




Monday 11 November 2024, 12:02, Brussels

 

‘The SSN-774 USS Virginia reports that an anomaly in its control systems arose this morning, and it got caught in fishing nets off Norway. It has been freed and is under way again. They are urgently requesting the software security fix.’ 

Ethan reads the message again. ‘An anomaly… That could have been a malfunction. Or a hacking attempt,’ he thinks.

He reads the secret file on the USS Virginia’s operation. It is an American nuclear attack submarine, hunting a Russian submarine that is apparently lurking somewhere in Norwegian waters. 

‘Ping!’ Ethan looks at his screen. A message: ‘The code from Moscow is in. Starting verification process.’ 

Ethan quickly gets up and walks to the locked meeting room, where a dozen new software engineers are already waiting. 

But these aren’t just any engineers. This is NATO’s Red Team. An exclusive little club of hackers, specially selected to break into digital systems and, in the event of a break-in by another hacker, to limit the damage immediately and launch a counterattack.

Ethan observes them briefly. They are a motley crew. Not remotely dressed the way you usually see people here at NATO headquarters, where grey suits and uniforms are standard.

Here he sees a woman with spiky dyed-black hair, big black glasses, an eyebrow piercing and a faded Nirvana European Tour 1994 jumper, and a tall man with stubble and a T-shirt reading: ‘I read your email’. The rest of those present are just as colourfully and casually dressed.

In the middle of the meeting room stands a computer with Tesla’s autonomous code installed on it. 

‘This machine is completely isolated and not connected to the internet, as a precaution in case there is code in it that could spread across our network,’ says the woman. ‘Even if there is something dangerous in the Russian code, it can’t get any further than this computer.’

The woman takes a USB stick and plugs it into the computer. The computer starts a scan. Within a minute a notification appears saying no viruses were found.

The tall man opens the Russian code on the screen. The other hackers gather round the screen. They read the code line by line, to understand what it does.

‘Looks good. It’s actually quite simple. This code removes the hidden external programming interface and with it the access to the system. It also removes the automatic login to the Starlink network.’

‘Everyone agreed?’

Those present nod. 

The code is run. It takes less than thirty seconds.

‘Right, everyone. You’ve each been given a clean laptop. You can now connect it to this computer’s network. You have two hours to try to get in. Let me know your findings immediately. Especially if your computer gets infected by a virus or a worm. We don’t want a second Stuxnet.’




Monday 11 November, 07:05, Mar-a-Lago

 

Donald Trump is up early. He feels fantastic after the victory, even though he suffers chronically from his neck and back. ‘Seventy-eight years old and as strong as a bison.’ He talks to himself in his bathroom mirror. ‘With the help of a few pills, that is.’ 

He takes a glass, fills it with water, pops a pill out of a strip and tosses it into his mouth, throwing his head back. Dzing!!! His neck muscle goes. ‘Ow!’ The pain shoots through his head and down his spine. 

There’s a knock on the door. ‘Mister President?’ comes through the door.

‘Nearly done! Five minutes!’ shouts Donald, rubbing his painful neck.

‘Mister President, no hurry. The 7:30 call with Defense has been postponed.’

‘Postponed? What do you mean, postponed?’

‘Yes, they want to move the meeting to next week. They need more time to prepare.’

‘Damn it, what game are they playing?’ Donald is grumpy at once. First that neck, and now this news.

‘Sorry, sir. Don’t shoot the messenger.’

‘Don’t shoot the messenger? Don’t shoot the president,’ he thinks. He looks at his ear in the mirror and rubs the spot. That bullet had come within a whisker of going through his head. God had spared him, and helped him to victory.

‘Tell Defense not to dawdle, we need to speed up the transition! I want to speak to them before the end of the day,’ shouts Donald. 

‘I’ll pass it on, sir.’

‘A week’s delay,’ thinks Trump. ‘Is the Biden administration hiding something? Are they stalling for time to get rid of information that’s sensitive for them? Or are they just as bureaucratically slow and incompetent as four years ago? That’ll be it. High time we swept them out. And you can bet I’m going to. There’s going to be a Department of Government Efficiency.’




Monday 11 November, 14:06, Brussels

 

‘The Red Team gives the green light. The patch has been declared safe and verified by twelve specialists.’ 

Ethan gives his briefing in the call with the NATO staff. 

‘Thank God,’ says the British representative. ‘We can’t afford another fire.’

The chair delegates: ‘All countries, roll out the update immediately. We have made a central overview of all the equipment the software runs on. Its status is now red, and we want everyone to mark their own equipment orange with the expected roll-out time, yellow when the roll-out is complete, and green when the roll-out has been verified. Work in the utmost secrecy. The roll-out must be completed within 72 hours. We are on the highest alert, but one mistake could start a war.’

The chair ends the call. 

Ethan thinks. ‘That task is done. What can I do now? Incredible that Russia and NATO are working together. Unprecedented. It unites two great power blocs that stand diametrically opposed. A common enemy helps. But this is all happening behind Trump’s and Putin’s backs. That could lead to huge conflicts within Russia and within the US.’

And something else is gnawing at Ethan. The K-295 Samara. That nuclear submarine is still adrift, but the subject seems to have been snowed under by this critical problem. Even though it is intertwined with the current threat: if the submarine hadn’t been hijacked, Russia would probably have found out too late that the eccentric and fabulously rich Musk appears to be playing a far bigger game on the global chessboard than anyone could have imagined.


Monday 11 November, 19:37, Mar-a-Lago

 

‘So Defense says it can’t sit down with us before the day after tomorrow?’ asks Donald Trump.

‘Yes, Mr President. I escalated it, but I can’t get them to budge.’

‘This is obstruction of the transition. The Democrats are playing their age-old power games. I’m calling Joe!’ He takes his phone, taps ‘Slow Joe’ in his favourites and waits. The phone rings. Nobody picks up.

‘Something really is going on. They’re keeping me out of it,’ thinks Donald.




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 01:59, Atlantic Ocean, level with Brittany

 

Berend had been tinkering with devices and cables in the Samara’s control room for a few hours without saying a word. He is screwing away at a device and hadn’t said anything since the terrible hack-and-dive incident.

Gezinus, too, was sitting unusually quietly in a corner of the control room. 

‘You all right, lads?’ asks Driekus.

‘Man, I got such a fright,’ says Gezinus. ‘Those depth charges were bad, but someone being able to send us to the bottom remotely, that’s much scarier. I don’t dare sleep any more. I want to go home. As fast as possible.’

‘Yeah, I totally get you. Hey, Schuitema, what actually happened? We got hacked? By the Russians?’

‘I don’t think so,’ says Berend.

‘Then who! And who sent that message?’

Berend doesn’t answer.

‘Berend?’

Suddenly Berend shouts: ‘It’s my fault! It’s all my fault! Damn it!’ and he angrily hurls the device and his screwdriver to the floor. 

‘Why, what’s wrong?’

Berend starts sobbing. Driekus had never seen this before. They had lived next door to each other since they were little. But even when Berend and he were fourteen and went scrambling on their souped-up Kreidler and Zündapp, and Berend, wearing only shorts, came off on the Zuidlaarderweg and scraped the skin off his elbows and knees on the rough tarmac until they bled, even then Berend hadn’t cried. Not even when his dad stood shouting and raging at him. Not even when his mother pulled the gravel out of his skin with tweezers and disinfected the wounds with jenever. 

So something really was wrong now. 

Gezinus and Driekus walk over to Berend. ‘Mate, come here, what’s up?’ They hold him for a moment, awkwardly. They may be the very best of friends, but touching normally doesn’t come into it. A fist bump at most, or a clap on the shoulder. Or an annoying knee in the back of the knee. 

‘Wait,’ says Driekus. He shuffles off quickly and comes back with a bottle of vodka he had nicked from the captain’s cabin. ‘Here.’ They had agreed not to drink during this adventure, but Driekus knows Berend. He needs this now.

At the sight of the bottle Berend laughs briefly through his tears, takes a swig and passes the bottle on. His friends take a swig too.

‘Right, mate. Out with it.’

Berend takes a deep breath. ‘Via the Starlink, Samara was able to make contact with the developer of the software. It never occurred to me that that could happen. So stupid of me. I should have checked and blocked that. “Let that sink in”, do you know who said that, when he bought Twitter? Elon Musk!’

‘Musk?’ asks Gezinus. ‘From Tesla?’

‘Yes, and Starlink and SpaceX! And Trump!’

‘Did he sabotage us?’

‘Yeah, I think so. It’s his software.’

‘Elon Musk,’ says Gezinus. ‘And to think we once wanted to bring Tesla’s Gigafactory to the Eemshaven.’

‘Yeah, we were all in on that, that was a great Twitter campaign by our little band of Driekuses,’ says Driekus. ‘But it was never really about Tesla, that campaign was about promoting the region. We had loads of fun, until Driekus the Renegade hijacked the project and handed it to the provincial government.’

‘We should never have let it out of our hands. As soon as civil servants and politicians started meddling, all the energy drained out of it. What a snake pit. They should have sacked that civil servant. And the Renegade did it for ego and money. He nicked your idea and made a mess of it. Quite right that we unanimously kicked him out of the group. The hate he spread afterwards was really sad. But Berend, who sent that warning, then?’ asks Gezinus.

Berend was silent.

‘Berend?’

Berend sighs. ‘Nyx86 is a dangerous top Russian hacker. For years I thought it was a bloke. She’s been hunting me for years, since the time I did missions for intelligence services. She’s brilliant and she wants to kill me. And I spent a night with her.’

‘Hang on, she’s your lover, and she wants you dead?’

‘No! Well. Er. I don’t know. She’s obsessive. You know all about obsessive women.’

‘I did not have sexual relations with that woman!’ jokes Driekus. 

‘Yeah, I know that, but Nyx86 really is deadly dangerous. And gorgeous. And hot. I’ve never had sex that good. She’s a beast.’ 

‘Ha, you know nothing. Try a man,’ winks Gezinus. 

‘Haha, you lot are mad,’ says Berend, wiping his tears on the sleeve of his boiler suit. ‘I only found out it was her the next morning when I woke up.’

‘Did you sneak off, then?’

‘Well, what do you think?’

‘Haha, Drie Uiltjes vibes here!’ says Driekus. 

‘Hang on, is that my CB?’ he asks, pointing at a rectangular device lying on the floor in front of Berend. ‘Out of my John Deere?’

‘Yep. Your 27 meg rig.’

‘What are you doing with it?’

‘Well, we’re never using that Starlink again, so I thought we’d reach Gerda and Jelle on 27 meg.’

‘Seriously, on my old CB?’

‘Yes. Backup plan. I worked it all out with Jelle. Look, there’s a heavy radio amplifier here in the comms cabinet, and with that I can crank the wattage right up.’

‘A foot-warmer, then.’

‘Foot-warmer?’

‘Yeah, that’s what they used to call the illegal amplifiers truckers used to transmit further. The things got so hot they called them foot-warmers.’

‘Yeah, and I’m going to use the whole submarine as an antenna.’

‘Can you do that? And you can reach Harlingen with it?’

‘Depends a bit on the weather. But in 2024 solar activity is very high, so radio waves bounce off the ionosphere and can travel thousands of kilometres that way. Skip, Jelle called it. Maybe that’s Frisian. How should I know. Sometimes they can hear lorries from America in Australia.’

‘I don’t understand a word of your technical stuff. So just breaker, breaker. Only a very long way off.’

‘Yeah, breaker, breaker. And we let Gezinus and Jelle talk to each other in Frisian. Let NATO and the Russians guess what we’re on about, haha.’




Tuesday 12 November, 6:31, Atlantic Ocean

 

‘Clang!’ With a loud echo, Berend slaps the antenna’s magnetic base against the wall of the K-295 Samara. 

Berend runs the cable to the amplifier and plugs in the antenna. He connects the amplifier and Driekus’s old 27 meg rig to the power cables hanging out of the empty comms cabinet. 

‘Here goes!’ says Berend. He clicks the volume knob on, and channel 19 appears on the little display. Berend turns another knob through the channels. Static. Static. Static.

‘We’re way too deep, of course. Samara, when it’s safe, run just below the surface.’

The submarine makes a smooth movement upwards.

Berend keeps turning the knob, looking for a station to receive. On channel 34, beeping and crackling come through the static.

‘Packet radio!’ says Berend. ‘In theory we could get on the internet now.’

‘Whoa, whoa, hang on a sec, let’s not, shall we,’ says Driekus. ‘Musk’ll only hack us again.’

‘Are you sure this is safe?’

‘If we’re only receiving, they can’t find us. When we transmit, they might be able to track our location. But who monitors 27 meg channels in this digital world?’

Berend switches to channel 32. Gezinus squeezes the handheld microphone.

‘Breaker, breaker. Foie Gras to Hjerring, bisto dêr?’ (Frisian: are you there?)

No reply. Gezinus looks at Berend.

‘Try every five minutes, no more often, and keep it short.’

A few minutes later Gezinus tries again.

‘Breaker, breaker. Foie Gras to Hjerring, bisto dêr?’


Tuesday 12 November, 7:16, Harlingen

 

Gerda wakes up. A light in Jelle’s bedroom wakes her. It blinks, faintly lighting the dark bedroom. She looks up.

‘Jelle.’ 

‘Hmmm?’ Jelle is still fast asleep.

‘Jelle, that light.’

Jelle sits up and blinks. 

He throws off the covers, walks quickly to the transmitter and turns up the volume.

Static.

‘Could have been anything. Open frequencies.’

‘Oh, shame.’ Gerda hadn’t heard anything from the men since Sunday. She is afraid they have had an accident. Been shot at. Sunk. A technical failure. 

Jelle crawls back into bed with her. ‘I have to get up soon, though. Work.’

‘Me too. Just a little cuddle first.’ Gerda thought this was the best moment of the day. Waking up together in their warm bed, with her great new love. Lying close. His arm around her, her head on his chest. 

Jelle kisses her. ‘Morning, love.’

‘Morning.’

They kiss.

‘Breaker, breaker. Foie Gras to Hjerring, bisto dêr?’ A loud, tinny voice suddenly rings out, with lots of static.

They jolt upright. Gezinus!

Jelle leaps to the transmitter, grabs the handheld microphone and says: ‘Hjerringen hjir, hoe giet it mei dy? Hjir alles stil. Gjin ynformaasje oer syktocht. Wêr bisto?’ (Herrings here, how are you? All quiet here. No news on the search. Where are you?)

Loud crackling comes from the set: ‘Tolve oere Calais. Ik werhelje, om tolve oere Calais.’

‘What’s Gezinus saying?’ asks Gerda.

‘They’ll be at Calais at twelve.’

‘Wow, then they’re a day ahead of schedule! We’ll have to go to Groningen tonight!’




Tuesday 12 November, 7:20, Moscow

 

At the GRUc, Kaisa Cherkov is watching her screen. Her computer automatically monitors many radio frequencies and digitises all signals across a broad spectrum. Every conversation is automatically recorded, analysed and transcribed. 

Russia isn’t the only one with such clever technology. In Europe there are several servers like this that stream received radio communications live on the internet. Volunteers listen to the channels, analyse the conversations and share their insights on sites like Reddit. 

That way, for example, they learn the plans and instructions of Russian soldiers and pass the information on to Ukraine. To be able to eavesdrop on the world too, the GRUc has developed a system like this of its own. 

Kaisa sees the whole spectrum of signals rising up her screen in blue and white stripes. She notices that one specific frequency is being transmitted on with a great deal of wattage. She makes a note and calls upstairs.

‘Ms Kovalenko, I was to inform you if I noticed anything in international communication patterns. The radio analyser just picked up short peaks on 27.325 MHz, an open channel used for English church services. But according to the direction finding, this signal comes from near the coast of France, with much higher power and range. What’s more, the translation software doesn’t understand the language.’

Dunya frowns. She misses the relevance. ‘Thank you, Kaisa. Keep monitoring.’ 




Tuesday 12 November, 4:55, Washington, Situation Room

 

‘Mr President, Project Nikola is starting now.’

Joe Biden looks at the big screen on the wall opposite him.

‘How far along are we with rolling out the software fix?’

‘Thirty-four per cent red, eighteen per cent orange, thirty-six per cent yellow and twelve per cent green. It’s going fast now, Mr President.’

‘Has the USS Virginia been secured yet?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good. Start the operation.’

‘Switch off Starlink.’ 

A world map appears on the screen with some 150 Starlink ground stations. At high speed, green dots turn red: Frankfurt. New York. Atlanta. Singapore. Dallas, Los Angeles. London. Madrid. Bogotá...

‘And start the operation at Musk’s residence in Austin. Cut his communications and surround the house.’

The screen switches to infrared footage from a drone. The picture is black and white. The drone circles high above a large country house by a lake, up against the hills. A convoy of SUVs pulls up; dozens of armed men get out and surround the grounds. 

‘Grounds surrounded. Going in,’ they hear the commander say. 




Tuesday 12 November, 13:00, Moscow

 

At the same time as the operation in Austin, Vladimir Putin is sitting in a meeting with his Minister of Defence. The minister had called him to say he could give an important update at 13:00 on the status of the missing K-295 Samara. 

Just as they take their seats at the long table, drones suddenly fly over the Kremlin. The anti-aircraft guns fail to respond. Vladimir Putin looks out of the window. ‘Ukrainian drones again?’ he thinks. ‘They come more and more often, luckily without much damage.’

As a precaution he gets up and walks away from the windows. An explosion outside can send glass flying across the room and injure you badly.

Because of that, he doesn’t see that within seconds tanks are rolling in from all sides, surrounding the building and sealing off the area. 

Thousands of troops pour in from every corner and storm inside. The presidential guard opens fire, but they are taken by surprise and overrun. 

Vladimir Putin wants to leave the room quickly, but suddenly hears a voice:

‘Vladimir, stop.’

He turns round. Alexsandr Vjazemski, his own Minister of Defence, stands behind him, pulls a small pistol from his sock and aims it at him. Shots ring out in the hall, and a dozen commandos armed with automatic rifles storm into the room.

‘Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, you are under arrest on suspicion of high treason against the Russian people.’


Chapter 12

 

The North Sea




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 5:26, Mar-a-Lago

 

Donald Trump is asleep. Suddenly ‘Eye of the Tiger’ blares from his phone. He wakes with a start, turns to his phone, picks it up and squints at the screen: ‘Slow Joe.’ 

‘Joe!’ he says, his voice cracking. ‘I couldn’t get hold of you, and now you wake me up.’

‘Donald, I need to brief you. Vladimir Putin has just been arrested for high treason. The Russian army has staged a coup.’

‘What?’

‘Elon Musk secretly sold his autonomous military software to Putin and to China. The missing Russian nuclear submarine is a consequence of that. Putin overplayed his hand at home.’

‘What? Elon?’

‘I should hope you have nothing to do with it.’

‘No, are you crazy? I don’t believe a word of it. Elon? He’s a patriot!’

‘I’m afraid it’s really true. He appears to have sabotaged several submarines. Yesterday the nuclear submarine USS Virginia got stuck in nets and we think he was behind that too. That’s why a raid was carried out on Musk just now. We’ve taken Starlink down, but we didn’t find him.’

‘A raid? Is this another rigged game, Joe, to get in my way? I demand a professional transfer of power!’

‘Absolutely no game. And in the interests of transparency we’re inviting you to a briefing in 30 minutes. Can you make that?’

Donald Trump grabs the remote from his bedside table and switches on Fox News. The Russian coup is breaking news. The channel shows footage of a besieged Kremlin. The ticker scrolling along the bottom of the screen reports a worldwide Starlink outage.

‘Has the Musk thing been made public yet?’

‘No, Donald, you get a briefing first. We thought that was only proper.’

‘Okay, see you in 30 minutes.’




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 6:00, Washington

 

Donald Trump appears on the big screen in the Situation Room. The room is full of security advisers and senior military officers. Joe Biden sits at the head of the table.

Joe can’t suppress a smile when he sees Trump’s hair. The man hasn’t had time to do his hair properly, and a long strand of thin orange hair hangs down the side of his head. Trump sees himself in a little thumbnail window and pushes his hair back over his head.

‘Welcome, Mr President-elect,’ says Joe Biden. It doesn’t feel right to say. He is the President himself, Trump has been his greatest rival, and on top of that he lost to him. But Biden is professional enough to put that aside.

‘Thank you, Mister President,’ Donald says back, with a grin. But he immediately looks worried too, about what he has heard so far.

‘Exceptional times call for exceptional people, and I’m proud that we have the best of the best here,’ says Joe. ‘Henry, would you kick off the briefing?’

The security adviser reels off a list of events from a sheet of paper:

‘Since 05:00 Starlink has been offline worldwide, and the internet has been shut off for all military operations and near all bases and equipment, minimising the risk of hacks.’

Those present nod, satisfied.

‘The fix for the back door in all US and NATO autonomous military software has been rolled out successfully, faster than expected. The USS Virginia was secured first, given yesterday’s acute problem. Roll-out status: green 76%, yellow 24%, orange and red both 0%. China claims 100% green; Russia reports 55% green, 37% yellow, 8% orange and 0% red. We can’t verify their figures, but we can assume the greatest risk of sabotage or war has been mitigated for now.’

‘Great news, well done,’ says Joe.

‘The Russian coup was led by Minister of Defence Alexsandr Vjazemski. He is also leading the operation around the autonomous software. There has been brief contact with him. Putin has been detained for high treason, because he used American software behind Defence’s back, endangering Russia’s autonomy. That was the last straw; Defence had been looking for a reason to depose Putin for years.’

‘If Musk had told us about that back door, we could have prevented and ended the war with Ukraine, and brought Russia and even China to their knees militarily,’ says General Dan R. King.

‘That brings me to Musk. Operation Nikola was carried out this morning at 05:00. According to our intel he was at his residence in Austin. We blocked all his communications, surrounded his property and went in, but we didn’t find him. His private jet is still at the airfield and his car is still in his garage. A search is under way.’

Donald Trump raises his eyebrows. ‘I can’t imagine Elon Musk not respecting American interests and sanctions.’

‘With all due respect, Mr President,’ says the National Security Advisor, ‘we have hard evidence from Russia and China that Musk secretly supplied classified software, and that he built a back door into it to gain control over American, British, Russian and Chinese equipment. Several submarines have recently sunk or caught fire, and one is still missing. I’ll send you all the supporting evidence.’

‘Dear Donald,’ says Joe. ‘We were just as shocked as you. This was a nightmare for the security of our homeland and for stability in the world. Together with Russia, we have successfully intervened. The two of us are political opponents, but this is bigger than our differences. Think, too, of the opportunities the developments in Russia offer for our interests and for the world. As the current President of the United States, I appeal to you, as the future President of the United States, to work together.’

Donald Trump thinks. ‘The interest and security of the US always come first. I’ll do anything for that. But I want full transparency, and I give and ask for full cooperation. We have to talk to Musk. And if anyone is playing a rigged game here, him or you or whoever, I’ll come down hard.’

‘Harry, we need to speak to Musk as soon as possible, and start a full investigation into his motives, interests and co-conspirators,’ says Joe. ‘Donald, we’re sending you all the evidence now.’

‘Mr President, you have to go. The press conference starts at 7:00.’

‘Donald, we have to do this together.’




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 14:27, Moscow

 

Alexsandr Vjazemski isn’t used to cameras. The lights are bright, and in front of him stand not only the Russian but also the international press, a first in many years. He stands on a large platform, and thousands of Russians have gathered in the square.

‘Why do cameras make me more nervous than weapons,’ he asks himself. He has had an intense week. First the hijacking of the K-295. Then the GRUc’s discovery that Putin had secretly had American technology built into defence equipment. And then the discovery that the American billionaire Musk could control it. 

And it will only get more intense from here, now that he has successfully pushed Putin aside. Now he has to hold the country together. And prevent escalation with other countries. And not forgetting the tens of thousands of members of the corrupt mafia clan that Vladimir had installed in every capillary of the security services and defence; he has to tackle them straight away. 

Dunya stands beside him and nods at him. She has picked up on his nerves and reassures him. She had helped him write this speech. It could have gone in the bin if the coup had failed. Then he would now be tortured in a filthy cell, or would have fatally ‘fallen out of a window’.

It is time. He clears his throat, reads from the sheet and looks at the crowd:

‘Citizens of Russia, citizens of the world,

Today I stand here not as Minister of Defence, but as a son of the Russian people, as someone who believes in the strength of our long history and in the promise of a glorious future.

We are emerging from a dark period, a period in which our trust was betrayed by corrupt men who sought only self-enrichment and unbridled power. The time of those men is now over. 

Vladimir Putin was arrested today for high treason against the Russian people. He secretly used foreign technology in military equipment, and in doing so put the sovereignty of our country in grave danger.

The people who were supposed to protect us turned their power and their weapons against us. We lost control over our army, but also over our dreams and over our freedom. Today I stand here to say: Russia does not bend, and Russia does not break. 

This is not my Russia, this is our Russia. And now we must all unite to decide what we stand for as a nation, and where we want to go. I will not be your new leader. I am here to protect you, to protect our nation, until we have new leadership: leadership that is free of corruption, democratic, and chosen by the people.

To the nations represented here today by their free press, I say this: Russia does not seek conflict. We do not seek war. We want to live in peace, including with our brothers and sisters in Ukraine. We extend the hand of cooperation to everyone who is willing to build a world in which freedom and security come first.

But let there be no misunderstanding: whoever threatens our sovereignty, whoever keeps corruption alive, will face the full strength and determination of the Russian people and army. 

The days of lies and betrayal are over. Today we begin to rebuild our nation. Today we are not writing history; together we are writing the future. The future of a prosperous, free, hopeful and proud Russia, for our children.

Thank you.’

The press is silent for a moment. Alexsandr lets his gaze sweep across the crowd. Someone starts to applaud. The crowd joins in. Cheers rise from the crowd. People feel liberated. A sense of hope and pride wells up in them. For the first time in ages they see light on their horizon.




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 7:00, Washington

 

The White House press room is full of journalists from all over the world. The tension is palpable. It is a historic day, with a coup in Russia. And there is another first: Joe Biden stands at the lectern, and beside him is a screen with a live link to Donald Trump. 

The press secretary opens: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States of America.’

Joe Biden nods to her and begins to speak:

‘Ladies and gentlemen, fellow Americans and members of the international press. Today is an exceptional day. Exceptional moments call for exceptional solutions, and that is why I stand before you together with your future president.

What has happened in Russia is nothing less than a historic turning point. The Russian army has arrested Vladimir Putin for high treason and corruption. In doing so they have ended a danger that threatened the stability of the whole world.

The army in Russia is now temporarily in charge. We ask Russia and everyone in the world for de-escalation and stability. They are setting a good example by halting the war with Ukraine and entering into peace talks. We wish Russia every chance to become a democracy, and part of the free world.

We are in close contact with the Russian military leadership and wish to express our appreciation to them. For it was they who uncovered an international conspiracy.

It concerned a deliberate back door in autonomous defence software that ended up in American weapons, and illegally in foreign weapons, with sabotage, and possibly terror, as its aim. Together with Russia we have managed to bring this conspiracy, which put the world in great danger, to an end.’

Joe Biden looks at Donald Trump.

‘Thank you, Joe. Putin is a criminal. Russia did a tremendous job. Nobody saw this coming, and they did. Those are tremendous people. NATO did well, and the American military leadership achieved great things too. Tremendous. Putin is getting what criminals deserve. Anyone who engages in terrorism and sabotage gets what he deserves. We will get you. And now we’re doing it together with Russia. So China, North Korea, Hamas and Iran, and everyone who is against the free world: brace yourselves.’

Joe Biden takes over:

‘We must not divide the world into groups, countries or interests set against each other, but into good and evil. Hard-working people, honest people, decent people who want to build a free future together: that is good. Evil is those who escalate, abuse power, manipulate, intimidate, use violence and restrict freedom. See how old rivals, the USA and Russia, can work together. Look how Donald and I, old rivals, can work together. Let this be an example to everyone. Let us now focus on what really matters: building a world based on cooperation and trust. Russia has set a new course, and we stand ready to work with them on a future of peace and security. This isn’t about political parties, it isn’t about power struggles, it’s about protecting our freedom and security.’

Trump takes the floor:

‘Working together is important. We will fight shoulder to shoulder for freedom, for a strong and prosperous America, and for a safe world, including a stable Russia. That’s good for everyone. That’s what Joe Biden stands for, and that’s what I stand for, as your next president. Anyone who messes with our freedom will face a stronger bloc than ever before in the history of the world.’

The press is silent for a moment. Cooperation with Russia. Two presidents who had always been diametrically opposed, now side by side like brothers in a single press conference. A press that had always, in black and white, been for one or against the other. 

Then the questions erupt.

‘Mister President, who is behind this conspiracy?’

‘What software is involved?’

‘Is there a link with the worldwide Starlink outage?’

‘Was the Russian coup an orchestrated operation, and did you know about it?’

‘What risk were we facing, and is that risk over now?’

The press secretary steps in. ‘Sorry, no questions for now. An investigation is ongoing. As soon as we know more, we will communicate it.’




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 14:08, North Sea

 

Crackling comes from the improvised transmitter in the K-295 Samara. Through the static the men hear Jelle’s voice. 

‘Kccchh goeiemoarn kccchhhh Ruslân, kchhhh, leger hat, kcchhh, Amearika, kchhhhhhhch kchhhhchh Trump, kcchhh.’

The static drowns everything out and Jelle is unintelligible.

‘Wy begripe dy net,’ Gezinus answers. ‘Kinne jo dit werhelje?’

‘Kcchhh Putin is kccchhhh, macht oernommen, kcchhh, kcchhhhh, kcchhhh, Biden en Trump, kchhhhh, kcch-hhhhhhh.’

‘Kinne jo dit werhelje?’

Suddenly, clear as a bell: ‘Putin is ôfset yn Ruslân. It leger hat de macht oernommen. En yn ‘e Amearika seine Biden en Trump tegearre dat d’r in gearspanning tsjin ‘e wrâld wie.’

‘With static or without it, it makes no difference to me. I still don’t understand a word of that daft Frisian. What’s he saying?’ asks Driekus.

‘Putin has been deposed, the army has taken power. Biden and Trump announced together that there was a conspiracy.’

‘Blimey, lad. What’s all going on up there? I feel safer down here in the submarine than up top…’

‘Speaking of safety,’ says Berend, looking up from his laptop. ‘I’ve finally found that back door in the code and ripped it out. Nobody’s hacking us a second time.’ 


Tuesday 12 November 2024, 16:24, Moscow

 

Dunya’s phone rings. It’s Alexsandr.

‘Dunya Kovalenko, I want to thank you warmly for your support and loyalty. I know few people who are so decisive, or who have such backbone. I will need you badly in the time ahead, and I know it’s an unnecessary question, but can I keep counting on your loyalty?’

Dunya stammers a little at all these compliments. ‘Y… y… yes, of course, Your Excellency.’

‘Good. Listen, the coming period will be tense. We must safeguard stability and deal with the criminals at the same time. I want you to be my personal head of intelligence. The GRUc will stop its international criminal and subversive activities immediately and focus on internal stability and cooperation with NATO.’

‘I had already stopped those activities, sir.’

‘You see, you’re the right person in the right place. I want you to take over the entire GRU and keep me informed about anyone who threatens our sovereignty and security.’

‘Thank you, sir. It is a great honour.’

‘More than deserved. Thanks to you, all this came to light. And you have done the right thing every step of the way.’

‘Thank you, sir. I’m just doing my job.’

‘That is remarkable enough these days. Listen, I have two questions: how far along are we with closing the back door in the software, and do you know any more about the K-295?’

Oh, yes. The K-295. She had almost forgotten about it, in all the turmoil. And about 0d1n. Now she thinks about him again. Could he be conspiring with Musk? Or was he the one who saw through the conspiracy, and took the K-295 because of it? He had read her message, but not answered. Would he hate her? Where would he be? Was he even still alive? 

Dunya pushes him out of her mind. ‘72% green, 26% yellow, 2% orange and 0% red, sir.’

‘How should I interpret that?’

‘The software has been rolled out everywhere, a quarter still needs verifying. I don’t expect problems.’

‘And the two per cent?’

‘The K-295 Samara is still missing. And the nuclear submarine K-335 Gepard has been on a stealth mission off Scotland, Norway and Germany since last week and won’t contact the outside world for a few more hours.’

‘That’s the same Shchuka-B class as the K-295, isn’t it? She has had that software installed too? And they don’t know anything yet about the change of power?’

‘That’s correct, sir.’

‘Make sure, together with the admiral, that they are informed the moment they make contact, and that they install the security fix. Keep searching for the K-295. Call me as soon as you have new information.’ 

Dunya wants to wish him luck, but Alexsandr has already hung up.

‘Head of the GRU!’ She wants to call her friends. But first, work.




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 07:30, Austin

 

Elon Musk has had a terrible fright. He had been home alone, here in his new house in Austin. And early this morning an alarm had gone off, because there were people walking in the hills behind his house. As the richest man in the world, you have to protect not just your possessions but your life, and that of your family. 

Everyone always wants something from you. And not always with the best intentions. You don’t know them, and they all think they know you. They have the wildest stories about you. Gossip. But hatred too. You hear the stories of people being robbed at home, of their wife being stabbed, or their children kidnapped.

Sometimes it’s paranoid loners, and it stays at vague accusations or online threats. Sometimes it’s deadly armed gangs who raid you violently and bloodily. 

And if you are high-profile, with outspoken opinions, or jokes and political influence, and if you undermine their positions and power, then you have more enemies than you will ever know. Then the polarised press and the powerful government are your enemies too. 

Investing in a good security system is therefore no bad idea. Last night it paid for itself twice over, when he was gaming and saw on the camera screens that dozens of FBI agents and even a group of heavily armed soldiers were coming onto his property. 

Another investment that has paid for itself many times over: the big hidden panic room in the basement under the attached garage. He had had Mexicans build it, so nobody in the US knew about it. He hadn’t told Donald Trump about it either. He doesn’t need to know everything.

On the security screens in his panic room, Elon sees the FBI searching his whole house and the soldiers guarding the surroundings. But they hadn’t found the hidden door to the panic room behind the wall of cupboards in the garage. Just as well. 

‘If the FBI and the American army are sent after me, that’s a direct attack on me and on Trump, by the Democrats, the deep state, the elite and the left-wing internet tech billionaires. There’s no other logical explanation. We won the election, but they want to hold on to power. QAnon was right: democracy is finished under this woke government. We’re living in a totalitarian state.’

Elon had prepared for a scenario like this. Not only with panic rooms, but also by building a back door into the AI software he had sold to the American military. If the American deep state seized power, he could shut down military equipment to protect democracy and freedom. 

Better still, China and Russia had bought the same software from him too. Illegally, admittedly, outside all the channels, but he had done it in America’s interest. If China or Russia threatened ‘the land of the free’, he could shut down their military equipment as well. 

A few things had gone wrong, admittedly. Like that Chinese submarine that sank immediately after he ran a test. The remote control of that New Zealand navy ship last month had gone wrong too. And the fire at the British submarines under construction was also a bit of an oops. And what about that Russian submarine last week, which could be hijacked because its communications systems and software security weren’t in place yet? Imagine a bunch of terrorists firing one of the nuclear missiles on board. As a precaution he had neatly scuttled that submarine. ‘Let that sink in,’ he chuckles to himself.

The software for subs still had a lot of bugs anyway. It’s beta software. A submarine is also much trickier than a helicopter, plane or tank. You operate those with one or two people. For a submarine you need twenty, thirty people, and then a double crew. There’s a nuclear power plant on board, for heaven’s sake. Surely everyone understands that autonomous software to replace all those people isn’t really production-ready yet. But all those countries were in a hurry. So if a submarine like the one off Norway accidentally ends up in fishing nets because the autonomous software isn’t finished, well, that’s simply their own fault. 

For the rest, taking over equipment was a matter of connecting via the internet or via Starlink, then shutting things down or operating them remotely. But now there was a problem with that. He had no internet. His mobile doesn’t work. His backup phone doesn’t either. 

‘They’ve shut down the mobile network in the area, and the landline internet too. And my Starlink isn’t working either,’ thinks Elon. ‘I can’t reach Trump. They must have arrested him too.’

He restarts his Starlink receiver for the umpteenth time. ‘I can connect to the satellites, but no internet is coming through.’ Then he realises: ‘They’ve switched off all the ground stations. But they forgot one! This one, right here.’

Elon loves gadgets and always wants as much tech around him as possible. So he had had an extra ground station built at this house, purely for himself, with its own fibre to Austin. In the woods on the hills behind his house, a small patch had been cleared, and there, hidden under a military net, stand nine or so green-painted domes, each containing a satellite dish.

Elon Musk looks at the camera footage. There is nobody in the garage, and nobody at the driveway either. If he can sneak to the ground station unseen, he can switch it on, and Starlink will work again, worldwide. Slowly, admittedly, but still. Because the satellites talk to each other by laser. Just one of them needs to connect to his ground station and the network is back online worldwide. And then he can take over all the equipment and enforce freedom and democracy.

He looks at his clothes. He is still in his boxer shorts and a white vest. That’s how he leapt out of bed. He opens a cupboard and finds a black tracksuit.

He creeps up the stairs to the safe room door and silently unlocks the armoured door. He pushes the heavy door ajar. There is nobody in the garage. He pushes the door further open and creeps past his Cybertruck to the outside door. He crouches down, grasps the handle, and knows it creaks. If he gets caught, he will have to try to get back into his panic room very fast. He looks back. That door is 8 metres away. 

He tries to push the handle down as gently as possible. He breaks out in a cold sweat. His palms are clammy. With a soft creak the handle goes down. Elon pushes the door ajar with his fingertips and peeks outside. Nobody.

He steps outside and runs sideways into some bushes. It’s a short climb up to the ground station. Next to the dishes stands a metal cabinet. He pulls the door open and flips nine switches and a main switch. Little lights start blinking. ‘Yes, power.’

He creeps back down through the trees and bushes and suddenly sits stock-still in the undergrowth. Two soldiers are walking past his garage. One of them lights a cigarette.

‘I want to be a billionaire too,’ he hears one say. ‘What a house, man.’

‘This is Elon Musk’s, did you know that?’ says the other. ‘I like him. Free America. No meddling government, no preachy elite taking our money. No waste. Just your own business, your job, your family, your own money, your own land, and your own gun.’

‘Yeah, but come on, he’s gone off the rails, with those conspiracy theories he shares on X, the anti-vaxxers. He’s ended up in his own X echo chamber, with all that nasty far-right muck these days. He manipulated and abused X to get that criminal Trump into power.’

‘Yeah, but what’s the alternative? Harris is a Marxist, with her woke agenda and censorship, and all those illegal immigrants. She’s just as scary and totalitarian. I used to vote Democrat, but they’ve gone super-left and lost me. No, it’s time to put America first again.’

‘Well, Mike. I don’t know either. It’s a choice between two evils. What I do know is we need to find Elon Musk as fast as possible. But he’s not here. By the way, have you seen his Cybertruck? It’s parked here.’

The two men step into the garage. 

‘Cool thing, huh.’

‘No, it’s hideous. I’d never drive one.’

Elon hears them talking and thinks: ‘Please go away. I can’t stay sitting here, I’ll be found. And I have to get online!’

The men come out of the garage again. They walk off the other way and Elon hears them talking.

‘So what do you drive, then?’

‘I’ve got a 1987 F-250, fully rebuilt and lifted. 7.5-litre V8.’

‘Haha, okay, that is cool. A classic!’

‘Big block. Nothing beats cubic inches.’

The men walk out of sight. Elon slips back to the garage, pushes the handle down again as quietly as possible, pulls the door open, steps inside and pulls the door shut.

He walks as fast as he can to the wall of cupboards, opens it, steps behind it and enters his panic room.

‘Pfff.’




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 15:01, Amsterdam

 

Petra reads all of today’s coverage open-mouthed. Putin arrested, the Russian army has seized power. Biden and Trump hold a joint press conference and talk of a conspiracy that endangered the security of the world. Surely that must be connected to all the military tension of the past few days? 

She messages her NATO contact again. ‘Look at this news. There’s a link with that submarine, but what is it?’ But she gets no reply.

She thinks. How do you get information when people won’t give it to you? When sources keep their mouths shut? Then you have to go looking for information yourself. A colleague had kept going on about OSINT. She doesn’t know what the acronym stands for, but it basically comes down to digging around on the internet, in publicly available sources.

She opens X. She reads the most hilarious theories. Trump and Biden supposedly deposed Putin together with the Russian army because he competes with American gas and oil. Trump is supposedly in bed with the elite now. And where is Musk? Is he a lizard person too? Memes are doing the rounds, and admittedly, some of them really make her laugh.

She searches again for keywords like NAVO, NATO, exercise, sub, submarine, Russia. There is little new compared with what she found before. 

Then her eye falls on yet another tweet from that one @DriekusVierkant. He just keeps banging on about submarines. It’s an odd account. No photo, but a little blue triangle with four kisses. In the header, a fat farmer in overalls and clogs.

She reads the bio: ‘On a submarine adventure. The Smultatuli of the Peat Colonies. Samara. Level-headed whisky whisperer. Pot-stirrer. Satire. Parody. 3 Kisses.’

‘How seriously are you supposed to take that,’ she thinks. ‘Still, nearly 5,000 followers.’

She reads the tweets. The account talks to other accounts about submarines. Mainly with @BerendSchuitema, @GerdavdOever, @GezinusHorema and @Jellejellema. But plenty of other Twitter users join in too, with the jokes about supposedly stealing a Russian nuclear submarine.

But what is she wasting her time on now? That’s the problem with social media. Before you know it, another hour has gone by in pointless scrolling. X can be so sour, too, with people slinging abuse.

But admittedly, this is quite a funny account. A bit politically incorrect. ‘Surely this can’t be…’ she thinks. She lays the timeline of the tweets from Driekus, Gezinus, Jelle, Gerda and Berend alongside that of recent events. ‘This can’t be,’ she says to herself. ‘No way. This makes no sense, Petra. Now you’re seeing ghosts.’

Her eye falls on a tweet with a screenshot. It’s a permit application for mooring a nuclear submarine. Funny, because the municipality of Midden-Groningen replies that no permit is needed. 

Mesmerised, she scrolls on through the timelines of the five accounts. Some tweets are in Frisian. It looks like a code language. She runs the tweets through a translation service. 

‘Yes, but. What the fuck!’

Petra rushes to the editor-in-chief with it. ‘I have a really weird feeling about these tweets. Look, they’ve been writing about stealing a Russian nuclear submarine for months. And over the past few days they’ve been communicating with each other via X.’

The editor-in-chief looks at her mockingly. ‘You’ve found something on X. Oh yes, if you read it on X, it must be true. We want to get off X, don’t we? You know we don’t work on the basis of pure OSINT any more. Didn’t you see what a blunder Pointer, that investigative programme, made with it a few years ago? The risk involved: that your sources can be fake or false, and that it’s very easy to reach the wrong conclusions, or reason your way towards something by twisting facts, using them one-sidedly or taking them out of context. That journalist was publicly ridiculed, and rightly so!’

‘Yes, but look, they’re on their way to Groningen! To Kiel and Windeweer.’

‘Petra, you had a really great scoop with NATO. Risky. But successful. Congratulations. Aren’t you getting a bit carried away now? You’re a political reporter. Why don’t you write about how a racist cabinet is causing unrest in society, so that people take to the streets and riot.’

Petra thinks to herself. ‘Am I going mad? Am I really going to draw conclusions from a few anonymous tweets? Or am I onto something?’

‘I’m going to Groningen, and if it’s nothing, I’ll work this weekend for free.’

‘Fine, Petra. See you Saturday, then.’ He puts on his fakest grin.




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 08:12, Austin

 

Elon opens the laptop in his panic room. His Starlink connection is up! He quickly checks the latest news on X and gets a shock. 

Trump and Biden together? Donald hasn’t been arrested? Has Trump switched sides and dumped him? And what world-threatening conspiracy are they talking about? And Putin has been deposed by the Russian army? Holy shit! There’s no news about himself.

His first instinct is to post something on X. But he decides he had better keep his head down. 

‘QAnon was right,’ thinks Elon. ‘The deep state is much worse than I thought. Trump is simply part of it. Now it’s up to me to save the free world.’

He logs into a dashboard. The screen shows a world map covered in red dots. ‘Fuck,’ he says. ‘Where have the tanks, helicopters, subs and drones I had access to gone?’

Elon thinks. ‘Trump, Biden and the Russian army have rumbled me. They’re conspiring. They’ve found the secret programming interface and closed it. That’s why Starlink was down. To buy time.’ 

‘I have to liberate the country, I have to save the world,’ he mutters. 

Then his eye falls on two grey dots. In the North Sea. The only two grey dots on his whole map. Green means connected, red means blocked, and grey means no contact. 

He clicks on the first. ‘K-335 Gepard. Modernised Shchuka-B-class nuclear stealth submarine. Last location: 58.41291587588001, 4.606716232143555, 12 November 04:11.’

And clicks on the second. ‘K-295 Samara... What? So that one hasn’t sunk after all?’

Elon remembers that SpaceX has launched several new, ultra-sensitive spy satellites over the North Sea. SpaceX works closely with the US Department of Defense. 

In fact, SpaceX builds the satellites for Defense itself, and SpaceX launches them too. The newest satellites can detect and intercept encrypted radio links and, for example, find the heat trail of submarines down to hundreds of metres deep, even through layers of salt water.

He logs into a system and looks for the satellite tracking system. If he can find the current locations of the K-295 Samara and the K-335 Gepard, he may be able to connect and take control. And then he will at least have a strategic asset in his hands. And he can prevent a nuclear terrorist attack by the hijacked K-295.




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 16:39, North Sea

 

‘We’re just passing Rotterdam, so nicely on course to be at Delfzijl tonight!’ says Gezinus. 

Driekus looks up, delighted. ‘Nearly home! I can smell the shawarma from Shalom in Sappemeer already!’

Berend chuckles. He is repairing the Starlink cable.

‘Are you going to use that again after all?’ asks Driekus.

‘I’ve secured Samara’s software. They really won’t get in any more.’

‘You sure?’

‘Sure.’

‘But we’ve got my CB, haven’t we? And we’re nearly home.’

‘Ah, I’ve got nothing else to do anyway.’

Driekus shrugs. ‘We need to get ready for tonight. Gezinus, will you ask whether Gerda and Jelle are ready?’

Gezinus walks to the 27 meg rig and squeezes the handheld mic:

‘Breaker, breaker. Wa is net fuort is Gezinus, do moatst net Horema fiele. Jelle Jelle bisto klear? Over.’

It takes a moment, and then Jelle’s voice crackles through the control room:

‘Radio Jelle lûd en dúdlik. Wy binne klear. Wêr bisto? Over.’

‘Rotterdamse hjerring. Om trijeentweintich oere by de seal. Kinne jo byhâlde mei de zombies dêr? Over.’

‘Zombies? Over.’

‘Ja Fryske zombies. Ut dy dokumintêre. New Kids. Over.’

‘Hahaha. Oant letter jim stel frikandels. Over.’

‘What was all that?’ asks Driekus.

‘They’ll be ready at Delfzijl at 23:00.’

‘Was that all, with all those words? I really don’t understand a thing of that Frisian.’

‘That we’re at Rotterdam now and we’ll be ready and waiting at Delfzijl at 23:00. Plus a joke about Frisian zombies from New Kids, that Dutch cult comedy. And he called us a bunch of frikandels.’




Tuesday 12 November 2024, 18:57, Moscow

 

‘Knock knock.’

‘Da?’

Kaisa Cherkov opens the door to Dunya’s office. ‘Ma’am, I’ve picked up that remarkable radio traffic again. This time I found a clearer location, in the North Sea, off the Netherlands. The signal is very strong, and once again it comes from the sea. But I’ve checked, and there are no ships sailing there, which points to either a secret military vessel or activity under water.’

Dunya frowns. ‘Under water, you say? Let me hear those conversations. Have you translated them yet?’

‘The translation software is struggling with the text, ma’am. It’s a Germanic language, but not one of the well-known ones, and that’s what makes it so strange.’

Dunya thinks. How does she tie these scraps of information together? Is there even a connection? Are they chasing nonsense? 

This signal is moving from France to the North Sea. According to NATO, a South African link had been found with the Samara. And now something with a Germanic language.

‘Ma’am, according to my analysis there has been two-way traffic on the same frequency with a location on the Dutch coast, a place called Harlingen.’

‘Find a specialist in Dutch and Germanic languages and keep an eye on the signals. I want a proper translation before I can do anything.’

‘Why am I so bad at geography,’ thinks Dunya. She opens a browser and types in ‘Harlingen’.


Tuesday 12 November 2024, 19:46, Kiel-Windeweer

Petra had borrowed a colleague’s car. She doesn’t have one herself, because in Amsterdam you do everything by bike. She would rather not even take a taxi or an Uber any more, given the tensions of the past few days. 

Luckily she does have a driving licence. The drive to Groningen was perfectly doable; outside the Randstad the roads aren’t that busy. Coffee for the journey, some music on. A fine day out, this.

She steers the Ford Focus through Hoogezand-Sappemeer. Dusk is falling, but she can see her surroundings clearly. This does look rather different from Amsterdam. 

‘Imagine living here,’ she thinks.

She drives past a shopping centre and then through a housing estate. With a sharp turn she swings onto the Nieuwe Compagnie, a narrow road on a little country dyke along a canal.

Some houses here are so close to the road that the road winds around them. The front of a little white farmhouse sits right on the road. She crosses a narrow little bridge, and her satnav sends her left past a tall transmitter mast, further along the canal.

The straight, narrow Sluisweg gives her a wide view over the Groningen farmland. Further on lies Kiel-Windeweer. There’s nobody about. She speeds up. A bit of throttle. Rather nice. You could never do this in Amsterdam. Far too busy there. 

In the village she has to brake. A tractor pulling a big trailer is blocking the narrow road. On a pontoon on the water beside it stands a big yellow excavator, pushing a grab into the water and hauling up silt. As the arm rises, brown water streams out of the grab back into the canal. The grab drops the sludge into the trailer and plunges back into the water.

Petra honks. She can’t get past. 

The man in the machine doesn’t even look up. He has headphones on and steadily carries on with his monotonous, repetitive work. The man on the tractor looks back and moves forward a little. But the houses stand so tight against the lane that she can’t get past. 

The man climbs down and walks over to her. Petra rolls down her window. 

‘Moi. We’ll be at it a bit longer toneet, like. Tha can get past in a while, or else tha’ll ’ave to turn back an’ go round by Kielsterachterweg.’

Petra tries to understand him. ‘Back?’

‘Aye, turn round, like.’

She looks at the narrow lane. Turn round here? The road is barely two metres wide, the houses are right up against it, and the bank drops steeply into the canal. 

‘I’ll just wait until there’s a gap.’

The man nods and turns to walk back to his tractor.

‘Sir?’

The man looks at her questioningly.

‘Do you happen to know Driekus Vierkant?’

‘Aye, course! Everyone round ’ere knows Driekus, like! Tha can’t get round ’im in Kiel-Windeweer, haha. Literally. Haha!’

‘Do you know where he lives? And whether he’s home?’

‘Oh, right. Nay, sorry. I know ’im off Twitter. I’m not from round ’ere, I’m from Veendam missen. Dunno where t’bloke lives.’

The man takes a pouch of rolling tobacco from his breast pocket and starts rolling a cigarette. ‘Want one?’ he asks.

‘No thank you, I don’t smoke.’ Petra pulls a face.

The man nods and walks to his tractor. With a heavy rumbling diesel sound the machine comes to life. 

A little later he gives it some throttle and the great thing starts to move. He drives a bit past a driveway, so that Petra can just squeeze past. As she passes him, he raises one index finger in greeting.

‘Kiel-Windeweer, never heard of it,’ she thinks. She had had to look it up on Wikipedia. Two ribbon villages that grew together. It is a nationally protected village, protected under the heritage act. In effect it is a canal kilometres long, with countless farms and houses on either side. 

The space, the detached houses and the big farms are a stark contrast with her cramped flat in Amsterdam. ‘What a lot of space these people have,’ she thinks.

She parks at the side of the road, walks across a bridge and rings the bell at a random house. A muscular bald man in a white shirt opens the door and looks at her questioningly. Inside, the TV is blaring, and the smell of food cooking drifts out. 

‘Meatballs, just like my mother’s,’ thinks Petra.

‘Good evening, sir. I’m looking for Driekus Vierkant, Gezinus Horema, Berend Schuitema or Gerda van den Oever. Do you know them?’

The man frowns, shakes his head and says nothing. 

‘You don’t know any of these people?’

‘Nay.’

The man keeps looking at her. 

‘Okay, thank you. Have a nice evening, sir.’

The man shuts the door without a word. Through the door she catches a muffled conversation: 

‘Who were that, Aaldrik?’ 

‘Bailiff after Driekus. Didn’t tell ’er owt!’

Petra walks to the next house, shaking her head. It’s a farmhouse, and she rings the bell.

A rather surly, vain woman with red hair opens the door. ‘Sorry, I don’t do charity collections,’ she says at once, and goes to shut the door. Petra is almost surprised that this woman speaks posh, accent-free Dutch.

‘Oh no, sorry, madam, I’m not collecting. I’m looking for Driekus Vierkant.’

‘Well,’ says the woman, ‘what’s he been up to now?’

‘You know him?’

‘Yes, though not by choice,’ says the woman, agitated. ‘He sometimes drives his tractor noisily along the dyke here. I once stood in his way, because there are decent people living here too, and ever since he’s been making jokes about me on Twitter non-stop.’

‘Do you know where he lives? And Gezinus and Berend and Gerda?’

‘Yes, but don’t bother. Thankfully I haven’t seen them for a week.’

‘A week, you say?’

‘Lovely and quiet. That Berend is the same sort, with that dreadful pickup truck of his.’

‘Where do they live?’

The woman points to a few houses further along. ‘There. Good luck with it. Good evening.’

‘Thank you, madam, good evening.’

Petra walks over to the houses. By the first house stands a big RAM pickup truck with a GreenLeft sticker. She walks to the front door and rings, but judging by the weeds, the front door is never used. She peers in through the windows. It’s dark. Nothing to see. 

She walks to the farmhouse next door. Dark too. She rings the bell. No reply. A cockerel is scratching about on the drive. She walks along the side of the farmhouse. At the back stands a big green tractor with yellow wheels. She walks to a side door and tries the handle. The door isn’t locked. She pulls it open. 

‘Hello?’

Nothing.

‘Driekus? Hello?’

She hears nothing. Suddenly she feels something brush past her leg. She jumps and screams. It’s a kitten, looking up at her and mewing. The little thing head-butts her leg and almost curls its body around her. Petra kneels and holds out her hand. The kitten head-butts her hand and flops onto the floor, paws in the air. She strokes its tummy; the kitten gently grabs her hand and starts to play. Petra sees the little tag on its collar. ‘Samara’.

Petra quickly stands up. Samara? She can’t just walk in, that’s illegal. But this is no coincidence. There is definitely a link between the K-295 Samara and this Driekus. She looks around. Nobody. It has got dark, and the village is deserted. 

Petra steps through the door and switches on her phone’s torch. She is standing in a scullery with cheap white tiles and a washing machine. It smells damp, of washing powder and of dirty laundry spilling out of a plastic basket: overalls, underwear and socks. In the corner stands a crate full of empty bottles. 

She opens a second door and is now in the kitchen. The kitchen is simple but spacious and cosy, with wooden furniture and red floor tiles. There are dirty plates in the sink, and next to the microwave lie the plastic trays of ready meals. It smells of rotting food.

She walks on into the living room at the front. Wooden beams, wooden floor, black fake-leather sofas. An empty bag of crisps lies on the floor. She pulls open a few drawers in a cabinet. There is nothing special to be found. She walks back through the kitchen to the scullery and pulls open another door. ‘Hello?’

No reply. This is the big barn. She switches on the light. A work lamp harshly lights the huge space. The floor is rough concrete; wooden trusses hold the roof in place. The barn is full of farm machinery and stored things, and Petra has no idea what most of it is for.

And there’s an old caravan. Petra walks over, pulls the door open and shines her torch inside: the caravan is full of modern computer screens. And there are stacks of printed papers. Manuals for a Russian nuclear submarine: the K-295 Самара. 

She takes out her phone and starts taking photos. She messages them to her boss. ‘I think I’ve found something big, but I don’t have the full story yet. I’m gathering as much evidence as I can. I’m staying here.’ 

She books a hotel nearby online and takes more photos.


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:21, Delfzijl

‘Twa zombies by it slot. Over.’ (Two zombies at the lock.) 

Jelle had brought the 27 meg rig along in his car. Gerda finds it exciting. Until now she and Jelle had been sitting safely together in Harlingen while their friends made that extremely dangerous journey. But now they were becoming part of the action themselves. She looks at the big sea lock at Delfzijl. 

‘Groet’n aan je Schiere poedie.’ Gezinus’s voice comes over the air. 

‘They’re level with Schiermonnikoog now. And they send their regards?’ says Jelle.

‘Yes, that was Gronings, that much I understand.’




Thursday 13 November 2024, 00:26, Moscow

 

‘Ma’am, there has been communication again from the North Sea, north of the islands, and now also from another port town in the Netherlands. I have found a language expert. The language is Frisian; Friesland is a region in the Netherlands, there on the North Sea. This conversation looks like code.’

Dunya picks up her phone and calls Alexsandr.

‘Da?’

‘Your Excellency, I have a strong indication that the K-295 Samara is in the North Sea. The K-335 Gepard must be close by and, according to protocol, will report in three minutes. We must inform them of the Samara’s location and of the risk of an attack if the Samara is in Musk’s hands. And they must install the software fix immediately.’

‘Understood. Make sure you contact the K-335 together with the admiral. Don’t tell them about the new situation in the country yet; that can come later.’




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:27, North Sea

 

The K-335 Gepard slowly rises. For weeks the Russian submarine has been gliding silently through the North Sea with two missions: 

1) Monitor all NATO activity above and below the sea. Shadow submarines, sometimes unseen and sometimes deliberately provocative and threatening. Monitor shipping movements on routes such as those off Scotland, Norway and to Hamburg.

2) Map undersea infrastructure. Wind farms, power cables, network cables and pipelines. 

Russia is preparing for a war with Europe. Not a visible ground war with soldiers, tanks, battles and violence, but a silent war, knocking out crucial infrastructure to sabotage countries, damage their economies, disrupt communications and undermine energy supply. 

The Gepard’s mission is conducted in total silence, so it only makes contact with Moscow at brief, pre-agreed times, to report its location and findings and to receive instructions. 




Thursday 13 November 2024, 00:30, Moscow

 

‘Moscow. This is Captain Natasja Romanova of the K-335 Gepard. All systems and crew are in order. We have mapped new power cabl…’

‘Natasja Romanova of the K-335 Gepard. Listen.’ Admiral Maxim Rybakov interrupts. ‘We have critical information for you. There is a security hole in your autonomous system, with the risk that steering and weapons systems can be sabotaged and taken over. We are sending the software fix and instructions now via a second communication channel. This has the very highest priority.’

‘Understood, Admiral.’

‘That’s not all. The K-295 Samara has been hijacked and is probably near you. There are no weapons on board. But there is a risk of collision. Here are your orders: find the K-295, force her to the surface and take control. If that fails, the K-295 must be sunk.’

‘Understood, Admiral.’

‘Continue sharing your findings.’

‘Wind farms have been built in Dutch and German waters and we have mapped the cab…’

‘K-335?’




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 11:33, Austin

 

‘Gotcha!’ shouts Elon, and he is startled by how loudly he shouted it. He looks in alarm at the door of his panic basement and at the security screens. Nobody heard him.

Through the defence satellite he had found the K-335 and the K-295 and seen where they were heading. The K-335 had just surfaced and opened a communication channel, and not long afterwards a digital channel was opened too. The grey dot on his screen had immediately turned green, and he had taken control of the submarine at once. 

‘I’ll show them who’s fighting for freedom here,’ he says. ‘Gepard, sail to the Samara. She has been hijacked by terrorists and is at location 53.53180, 6.71756. Torpedo her.’




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:33, North Sea

 

On board the K-335 Gepard the lights go out and communication with Moscow goes dead.

‘Moscow, do you hear me? Moscow? Admiral?’ Captain Natasja Romanova looks at her crew.

‘Captain, everything has failed. Lights, air filtration, heating and steering.’

‘Check the systems!’

Suddenly the submarine accelerates and makes a sharp turn to starboard. The crew hang on.

‘No control over rudder, hydroplanes or steering, Captain!’

‘Our torpedoes are being armed, Captain!’




Thursday 13 November 2024, 00:34, Moscow

 

Dunya nearly yanks her office door out of its frame, runs down the stairs and shouts to her colleagues in the big hall: ‘Start Project Korolev and Project Laika! The instruction code is 9934991!’

She runs to Kaisa Cherkov’s desk. ‘Can you transmit on that frequency?’ 

‘On 27.325 MHz, ma’am?’

‘Yes, at maximum transmit power, now!’

‘In three minutes.’ Kaisa opens a window and starts booting up systems.

Dunya walks to the middle of the room. ‘People, we have a critical incident. The K-335 Gepard has been taken over. Unlike the K-295 Samara, she has nuclear weapons on board. We must take back control. Start Project Korolev and Project Laika over the North Sea!’




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:38, Wadden Sea

 

Berend, Gezinus and Driekus are dozing a little in the control room. Twenty more minutes and they’ll be at Delfzijl, and that’s going to be hectic, so now is the time for some rest.

An English voice with a Russian accent crackles from the 27 meg rig: ‘K-295 Samara, this is Dunya Kovalenko, Nyx86. Over.’ 

Berend jolts upright and turns white. Nyx86?!!

The three men look at each other and at Driekus’s CB.

‘K-295 Samara, this is Dunya Kovalenko, Nyx86. Respond. You are in great danger. 0d1n, are you there?’

Berend looks at his friends, wide-eyed. What should he do? She is deadly dangerous. She is his trauma. What danger? Is she the danger? Or is she warning of danger? 

‘Should you answer?’

‘Yeah, right, and then she traces our location and attacks us?’

‘K-295 Samara, this is Dunya Kovalenko, Nyx86. The K-335 Gepard has been hijacked and is heading for you, armed. I want to help you. I have information and I need your help.’

The men look at the Samara’s big screen. On the sonar display a dot has indeed appeared, and it is getting closer.

‘Samara, what’s that?’ asks Gezinus.

‘That is the K-335 Gepard, an almost identical Shchuka-B-class attack submarine.’

‘Get us out of here, Samara!’

Samara responds: ‘There are sandbanks here. Luckily it is high tide, but I cannot manoeuvre freely.’

Driekus, Gezinus and Berend look at each other in panic. 

Berend grabs the handheld mic and says: ‘This is the K-295 Samara. This is 0d1n. We are unarmed.’

Suddenly the lights in the Samara switch to red and an alarm sounds.

‘Torpedo detected,’ says Samara.

Driekus is shaken. So close to home after such a nerve-racking, menacing journey. So close. And now they’re being fired on by another submarine? Here in the Wadden Sea?

‘Hey herrings, wat bart der?’ (What’s going on?) they hear Jelle say.

‘Jelle, not now!’ Berend shouts back.

Mechanical valves in the Samara open.

‘Acoustic decoys launched. Silent mode on,’ says Samara, and the submarine goes quiet.

‘What’s this?’ whispers Gezinus in panic.

‘Ssssh!’ whispers Berend. He turns the volume knob of the 27 meg rig right down. ‘Lads, not a sound now.’ 

A gigantic, deafening explosion shakes the Samara violently.




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:43, De Bilt

 

The KNMI’s seismic monitoring system receives a tremor from the many earthquake sensors in Groningen. A signal goes out automatically, and the X account @AardbevingNL publishes a little map with the location: Wadden Sea, south of Borkum. M=0.9. 


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:43, Wadden Sea

 

Driekus’s ears are ringing; he can hardly hear a thing. He scrambles up off the control room floor and checks that he isn’t bleeding and hasn’t broken anything. He sees Gezinus and Berend getting up too. They are badly shaken.

Berend puts his finger to his lips and whispers: ‘Ssssh. Not a sound. The acoustic decoys worked. The torpedo was fooled.’

‘What are acoustic decoys?’ whispers Driekus.

‘Little gadgets that mimic the sound of a submarine. The sonar in the torpedo goes after them while we lie still.’

‘But how many torpedoes have they got on board?’ whispers Gezinus.

‘Dozens, maybe. And we haven’t got that many decoys.’

‘So now what?’ 


Thursday 13 November 2024, 00:44, Moscow

 

‘K-295 Samara, do you hear me? 0d1n?’ 

Dunya gets no answer. She has to get 0d1n to help. In the hope that he isn’t working for Musk. But she gets no response. She stands up. ‘What is the status of Project Korolev?’

‘Project Korolev has started, ma’am. We can’t break into the Starlink satellites over the North Sea and switch them off fast enough. We’re now trying to attack the ground station.’

‘And Project Laika?’

‘We have six satellites nearby, ma’am. We’re sending them towards the Starlink satellites.’

‘Attack. Now.’


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 11:46, Austin

 

Elon sees that the Samara hasn’t been hit. ‘Another torpedo, then. Fire!’ 




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:46, 750 kilometres above the North Sea

 

Several Russian spy satellites are moving at high speed above the earth. Thrusters fire, the satellites change course, they plunge downwards. 


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:47, Wadden Sea

 

‘Torpedo detected,’ says Samara.

The men look at each other wide-eyed again.

‘Acoustic decoys launched.’ 

Again the men hear the mechanical valves in the submarine open and close. 

They grip the handrails tightly and make themselves small. 

BOOM!!




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:47, De Bilt

 

The X account @AardbevingNL publishes a little map with the location: Wadden Sea, south of Borkum. M=1.2. 


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:48, Wadden Sea

 

That blow was even harder. Driekus’s head is spinning. 

‘Torpedo room hull integrity 99.871%. Water detected in the sonar bow,’ says Samara.

‘What does that mean?’ whispers Gezinus.

‘Are we leaking?’ Driekus whispers back. ‘I’ll go and look.’ He creeps as quietly as possible in his slippers to the torpedo room.

Berend sees the needle on the 27 meg rig jump. He rummages in a bag, finds a pair of headphones and plugs them in.

He whispers into the mic: ‘This is 0d1n. We’ve survived two torpedoes. What should we do?’

Driekus walks to the torpedo room and checks with a lamp that no water is coming in. Everything is dry. He climbs down to the sonar room in the forward hold. There’s water on the floor. He gets a fright. A leak?

‘0d1n, this is Nyx86. We know each other. My name is Dunya. The K-335 has been hacked, just like you were. You must sail towards the K-335 and get so close that it can’t fire torpedoes without being hit itself.’

‘Sail straight at it?’ thinks Berend. ‘Isn’t that suicide? And what if the hacker doesn’t care whether the K-335 gets blown up too?’

Berend thinks briefly. On the screen he sees the K-335 getting closer and closer. 

He whispers: ‘Gezinus, we’re going for it. There’s a plan. Samara, sail alongside the K-335.’

The Samara starts moving and turns.


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 11:49, Austin

 

Elon sees the Samara turning, so that the submarine lies broadside on and there is a better chance of hitting it. He fires a third torpedo. 


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:50, Wadden Sea

 

‘Torpedo detected,’ says Samara. ‘Acoustic decoys launched.’ 

The Samara comes round and heads straight for the K-335. The torpedo shoots past the Samara and hits the decoy.

BOOM!

Driekus falls hard against the sonar system. He hurts his head, feels it, and looks at his hand: blood. And the water is rising. His slippers are under water now. He kicks them off and starts searching for the leak. Drops of blood drip from his head into the water. 

The Samara is now sailing right alongside the Gepard. 

‘Closer, Samara, and stop!’ shouts Berend. He switches on the Starlink and opens his laptop. Tense, he waits, staring at his screen.


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 11:51, Austin

 

Elon sees the two submarines lying almost side by side, the Gepard with its bow to the south, the Samara with its bow to the north. 

‘What are they doing?’ he thinks angrily. He looks at his options on the screen. There is one torpedo left in a tube. He presses the button. 




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:51, 550 kilometres above the North Sea

 

At that exact moment, several Russian spy satellites crash into Starlink and American spy satellites. Silently the artificial stars burst into millions of pieces.


Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:51, Wadden Sea

 

Driekus can’t find the leak. He climbs up, seals the hatch tight and runs back to the control room. ‘We’ve got a leak! Not a big one, but we’re taking on water in the sonar bow!’

‘Samara, start the pumps,’ says Berend, staring at his screen, mesmerised.

A wireless connection appears there, with one bar. The Gepard’s autonomous software has found Berend’s network and is trying to get online. 

‘Let that sink in, you knob! 0d1n, w0000t!’ Berend cheers. 

He quickly connects to the Gepard himself, logs in through the digital back door and takes control. 




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:52, Wadden Sea

 

The K-335 lies still. On board the Gepard the lights come on. The ventilation starts flowing again. The crew literally breathe a sigh of relief.

‘Still no control over the systems, Captain. The Samara is lying alongside us.’

Captain Natasja Romanova had been badly shaken. Sailing with more than seventy people on a submarine that switches off all its internal life support, and then attacks a sister ship out of control, firing torpedoes. What had just happened to her?

‘Gepard, what is your status?’ she asks the screen.

No response.

‘Gepard?’

Then a different voice comes from the screen, in bad English. ‘Gepard, dis is de Samara. You were hacked. We hef taken over control. We will tow you to a safe place.’




Wednesday 13 November 2024, 22:53, Wadden Sea

 

‘Tow you?’ Driekus asks Berend.

‘Yeah, I’ve got full control over their system. We’re coming home with not one but two Russian nuclear submarines, haha!’

He pulls his headphones out of the 27 meg rig, turns up the volume and says:

‘Moi, two little souls. Locky McLockface, open sesame in 30!’




Thursday 14 November 2024, 00:53, Moscow

 

Dunya thinks. The operation to have their own satellites carry out a kamikaze attack on Starlink satellites has worked. Starlink is broken over the North Sea. But has it helped? Are both submarines safe? Or have they been destroyed? 

Then she hears over the transmitter: ‘Moi, two little souls. Locky McLockface, open sesame in 30!’

She has no idea what is being said, but she is relieved to hear 0d1n’s voice. For more than one reason. She picks up the microphone and speaks:

‘K-295, what is your status?’

She hears 0d1n answer: ‘We have a leak, but it seems under control. We also have control over the K-335.’

‘What?’

‘Yes, we’re towing her to a safe place.’

‘You can’t just hijack two of our submarines!’

‘Apparently I can. And I don’t want to be torpedoed.’

‘I helped you, you know. Trust me.’

Berend was still rigid with adrenaline, and a strange euphoric feeling was flooding his whole body. ‘Trust you? You’re the scariest woman I know! And all right, the prettiest too!’

Dunya secretly had to smile at those two remarks. She even blushed a little. But she pulls herself together, because her colleagues are gawping at her over that remark. 

She thinks of the international consequences if someone from a NATO country steals two Russian submarines, one of them with a nuclear warhead on board. Just when the world is so tense, and just when it looks as if Russia and NATO might be able to move closer.

‘Do you realise what you’re causing? You’ve hijacked two Russian submarines, one of them with nuclear weapons and a whole Russian crew on board.’

‘Yes, exactly, that’s why. I’d like to stay alive a bit longer, and I don’t want them attacking me. Come and visit me. But careful, I’ve got a cruise missile!’

Dunya thinks: ‘He’s actually flirting with me.’ On the one hand she finds him bloody irritating, but on the other hand he’s funny too.

‘What’s your plan, 0d1n?’

‘The name’s Berend. You can come and collect that cruise missile. I’m keeping the submarines. Jelle, comms only in an emergency!’




Chapter 13

 

Groningen




Wednesday 13 November, 23:24, Farmsum

 

Jelle scans the water with binoculars. They had driven right up to the fences on the dyke of the Zeehavenkanaal at Farmsum, near Delfzijl. A fresh wind is blowing. Gerda zips up her coat, tucks her neck in a little, hunches her shoulders, puts her hands in her pockets and peers from the dyke across the dark water. ‘See anything yet?’ She looks at Jelle questioningly.

The canal is deserted. All of Farmsum is deserted. The lights of the chemical plants further along twinkle in the night. The lights on the wind turbines in front of them blink in sync. The blades make a whooshing sound, as if a plane were passing overhead every few seconds.

‘There!’ Jelle points. In the darkness a conning tower appears in the sea. Slowly they make out the outline of the top of a submarine. 

‘Unbelievable, they’ve done it!’ says Gerda. 

‘Er,’ says Jelle.

‘What?’

‘I see two.’

‘Two what?’

‘Two submarines.’

‘Give over.’

‘No, really, they’ve got two. Look!’

Jelle hands Gerda the binoculars. She puts the eyepieces to her eyes and sees only blotches. 

‘A bit further from your eyes,’ says Jelle.

Gerda holds the binoculars a little away, and there she sees it. Barely distinguishable in the dark, two almost identical submarines are sailing one right behind the other. The first has a big round object on its back; the second doesn’t.

‘Huh? Two? So Berend’s remark wasn’t a joke after all?’

They quickly get into the car and drive via the Handelskade Oost, over the railway, left onto the Oosterveldweg. The road is empty, a long straight stretch. Jelle is doing a good 100. 

‘Jelle, not so fast. We mustn’t draw attention.’ 

‘You’re right. I just find this so exciting.’

‘Me too.’

They go straight over the roundabout, over a bridge, turn left and immediately right. They park the car in a car park and hurry out. Jelle takes a bottle of Beerenburg, the Frisian herbal gin, from the boot, and they run back a little way to the lock building.

The grey lock building, with its metal facade, is meant to look like a ship. 

Jelle and Gerda walk to the green side door and look around. Jelle rings the bell. The door is opened from inside by a small man with a big grey moustache.

‘Moi, Jannes,’ says Gerda. ‘This is Jelle. Jelle, Jannes. Jannes, Jelle.’

The man takes the bottle, sizes Jelle up with a sharp look, nods and says: ‘Moi. Jannes Bont. Pleased to meet thee. Come on up.’

They climb the stairs and come into the semicircular room that hangs above the lock. 

Jelle looks at the huge number of buttons and screens in front of him. 

‘Jannes is a good friend of Gezinus’s. They sailed together a lot. Jannes works on the lock now,’ says Gerda.

Jannes winks, ‘very good friend of Gezinus’s’, and busies himself with the buttons. Jelle looks left and right and sees the traffic lights come on at both bridges over the lock, and a moment later the barriers go down. Jannes presses more buttons. Slowly both bridges rise.

Meanwhile the K-295 Samara is turning towards the lock. Jannes stares wide-eyed at the gigantic submarine. 

‘Is that Gezinus?’ asks Jannes. ‘He said he’d bring summat special, but I weren’t expecting this!’ He roars with laughter. ‘By ’eck, what a whopper, that!’

Jannes opens the first lock gates. 

‘We’d calculated this would take a quarter of an hour,’ says Jelle, ‘but with two submarines it’ll take at least half an hour.’

‘Two submarines?’ asks Jannes. ‘Gezinus has brought two submarines?’

‘Yes, that was a surprise for us too.’

Jannes shrieks with laughter. ‘I knew Gezinus were planning some big prank, summat about a scrap-metal deal, he said, but this is proper fantastic! Well, this scrap metal’ll make him a fortune! Two of ’em, even! That’ll cost him another bottle of Beerenburg, I’ll tell him that!’

The K-295 Samara sails into the lock. Luckily the lock was built for big ships, and the Samara just fits, in width and length.

Jannes closes the first lock gates and slowly opens the second, so that the higher water from the Eemskanaal flows into the lock. 

‘Why does this take so long,’ says Gerda, stressed.

The water in the lock rises, and Jannes throws the second lock gate wide open. ‘Win a bit of time,’ he says. The water now pours in and the Samara rises.

The Samara starts moving and sails out of the lock onto the Eemskanaal.

Jannes closes the second gates. As soon as they are shut, he opens the first gates again. The second submarine sails into the lock.

‘K-335,’ says Gerda as she sees the conning tower glide past. ‘Which one on earth is that? And who’s steering it?’

‘We’ll ask them later,’ says Jelle. ‘First let’s get out of here.’

Jannes repeats the procedure.

The K-335 Gepard sails out of the lock onto the Eemskanaal.

‘I’ll open the Eelwerderbrug from ’ere, an’ then we’d best get to the Woldbrug sharpish,’ says Jannes.

Jannes grabs his marine radio and runs outside with Gerda and Jelle, towards the car. 

While two Russian nuclear submarines glide slowly along the Eemskanaal through the dark, flat Groningen landscape, Jelle’s Ford Focus tears through the night of Farmsum and Appingedam.




Thursday 14 November, 02:27, Moscow

 

‘Hello 0d1n, hello Samara, are you there?’

‘K-335 Gepard, are you there? Over.’

Dunya looks at Kaisa. They have had no contact with the Samara or the Gepard for over an hour. There has been no more transmission on 27 meg, and the Gepard is completely unreachable. 

‘Ma’am, I can’t get satellite images either. Our satellites in the region crashed into the Starlink satellites.’

Dunya thinks. So 0d1n’s name is Berend. He is behind the hijacking of the K-295 Samara. He isn’t working with Musk. Otherwise Musk would never have tried to torpedo him. 0d1n now controls the K-335 Gepard too. And that one does have a nuclear missile on board. That’s a big risk. And whereas the Samara was hijacked without a crew, the Gepard has been taken over with a full crew. That crew is in danger. She has to make contact with them. She has to make contact with him. Where are they? And what is he up to? 

She picks up her phone and calls Alexsandr.

‘Da?’ He answers at once.

‘Your Excellency, there is no contact with the Samara or the Gepard. The hijacker is an old acquaintance, a digital spy. I suspect he is acting alone. We must find them and make contact. Are there any aircraft nearby?’

‘I’ll ask and call you right back.’ He hangs up.

Dunya broods over 0d1n. He and she were well matched. On more than one level. What could his motives have been? If she reasons back, all the international tension of the past week is down to him. But he has also exposed a huge conspiracy. Did he know about it? Then why hadn’t he simply raised the alarm, instead of going to all this trouble to steal a nuclear submarine at the risk of his own life?

Her phone rings. ‘Your Excellency?’

‘We have a reconnaissance aircraft on a routine flight in the region. Give them the Samara’s and the Gepard’s last location; they will search.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Dunya, I understand your focus is on the Samara and the Gepard, but we have a bigger problem. We are rolling up Putin’s mafia all over Russia, but in several regions unrest has broken out, among mafia members and rebels alike. Local clan leaders are seizing their chance and trying to grab position. We must crush this. I need you here more, before Russia falls apart into loose little mafia states ruled by violence, oppression and terror. We need your intel and your brainpower.’

‘Agreed, Your Excellency. I’ll put a small team on the submarines and make the other teams available.’




Thursday 14 November, 00:48, Eemskanaal, Woldbrug

 

‘Jannes has opened the bridge, we can sail straight through.’ Berend peers at Samara’s big screen. The white light reflects off his white face. Berend doesn’t get out much anyway, but a week shut up in a submarine, with lots of tension, little sleep and no sunlight, has made him paler than ever.

‘How much longer, actually?’ asks Gezinus. ‘Before we’re home?’

‘If we can steam on a bit, we’ll be in Kiel-Windeweer in three hours or so,’ says Berend.

‘Wow, how fast are we going, then?’

‘About 12 knots.’

‘Er… that might be much too fast?’

‘Why too fast?’

‘Well, these dykes are full of sensors. If we go too fast and make too big a bow wave, the water will slop over the dykes. Then there’ll be a full-scale alarm at Rijkswaterstaat, the waterways authority. And since we’re sailing through the canal with not one but two gigantic submarines, we could cause some pretty serious waves.’

‘Oh shit. Samara, can you see how big our waves are?’

Samara waits a second. ‘I will adjust my own speed and the Gepard’s to avoid making waves that are too high. Estimated time of arrival adjusted from 3:47 to 6:35.’

‘Okay, sharp thinking, Gezinus,’ says Driekus. ‘At least it’ll still be dark then. I haven’t had much sleep either. Coffee? And something to eat?’

‘Yes, coffee!’ shout Berend and Gezinus.

‘Not many waves now, but tomorrow we’re opening a wave pool in the Kieldiep. Nuclear-submarine-powered. That’s bound to be a nice attraction,’ jokes Driekus.




Thursday 14 November, 01:19, Brussels, NATO HQ

 

‘Ethan, would you share the latest information?’ NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte addresses him personally in the video call. 

‘What a difference from Stoltenberg,’ thinks Ethan. ‘I never once spoke to him or saw him.’ 

It had been Rutte he had seen a few days ago (or was it a week ago already? Ethan had lost count in all the chaos) in the Starbucks downstairs.

Ethan clears his throat. ‘Moscow reports that the K-295 Samara’s last position was in the North Sea, near the Dutch and German islands. There was an incident there with a second Russian submarine, the K-335 Gepard. Moscow confirms that the latter has a nuclear warhead on board and is also under the hijackers’ control, but not under Musk’s.’

Those present blink. 

‘Two nuclear submarines hijacked? With nuclear weapons? In our waters?’ asks the German representative. ‘And Russia has no control and no location?’

‘Correct. Russia also reports that it has a reconnaissance aircraft in the area that is going to search. They have no satellite images. Neither do we, because they smashed their own satellites into them.’

‘What? What are those Russians playing at? Two submarines, a spy plane, and crashing satellites into each other? Surely that’s an open act of war?’

‘We have been able to confirm that they crashed the satellites to prevent further damage by Musk,’ says Ethan.

‘We can’t trust those Russians!’ shouts the British delegate, turning red.

‘Hold on, without the Russians we’d never have known about Musk’s back doors!’ shouts the French representative.

The people in the video call start talking and shouting over each other.

‘STOP!’ 

Everyone falls silent, taken aback. The ever-cheerful, ever-good-humoured Rutte has just bellowed into his microphone and slammed his desk, and now looks deadly serious, almost angry, jaw clenched. He takes a breath while the rest stare at him wide-eyed. It is as if Rutte is deliberately taking a few extra seconds of silence to draw all the attention to himself.

He takes another breath and speaks. 

‘Dear colleagues. It is evident that we are in great danger. We must search for those submarines ourselves too, and please escort that Russian aircraft. At the same time, since the coup Russia has been remarkably proactive and transparent; we share each other’s concerns. I have some phone calls to make with Russia and the United States.’




Thursday 14 November, 01:36, Eemskanaal, Bloemhofbrug

 

Jelle steers the Ford Focus along country lanes past little villages with names like Garreweer and Hoeksmeer. In the full beam they see the narrow lane; farms flash past left and right. 

Jelle takes the almost right-angled bends between the fields sharply, so that Gerda and Jannes have to hold on. In Wittewierum he turns left, drives up to the bridge and stops just short of it with screeching brakes.

Jannes jumps out of the car, walks to the bridge house and opens the door with a special key. He bashes a few buttons. The lights come on, the barriers go down. He presses another button and the bridge slowly rises.

He peers into the distance across the water, but it is dark. The only lighting is the row of street lamps on the bridge itself. Jannes walks back to the car, gets in and says:

‘Leave it open. Them bridges are always breakin’ down anyroad. Someone’ll come an’ look at it tomorrow. Drive on, Jelle!’




Thursday 14 November, 01:39, Eemskanaal, aboard the Samara

 

‘Just a few more hours, lads!’ Driekus comes in with three bowls of food. ‘But I couldn’t wait any longer. Needed a bit of energy.’ 

‘Ooh, what are we having?’ asks Gezinus.

‘Something with fish. Heat-and-eat. Maybe not as good as a Chinese from the Kersenbloesem in De Groeve, but when you’re hungry, everything tastes good!’

‘Even broccoli?’

‘Careful, lad, there are limits, you know.’

‘Hehe.’

‘Feels like months since I had a decent meal. Tomorrow I’m getting a Chinese, and frikandellen too. And shawarma. And a raw herring.’

‘Driekus is hungry, haha,’ says Berend.

‘Hungry as a pre-frikandel!’ says Driekus.

‘What on earth is a pre-frikandel?’

‘A horse.’ (Dutch snack-bar lore has always had its suspicions about what goes into a frikandel.)

‘Driekus, give over.’

‘Haha, chomp. However fast you gallop, you end up a frikandel in the end.’

‘Mate.’

‘You can think it’s daft, but I haven’t even told you what a post-frikandel is yet.’

‘Man, I’m eating!’

Driekus’s big belly shakes and he takes a bite. With his mouth full he says: ‘I can’t wait to see the faces of that redhead at number 91, and of Bernard, when they see two submarines outside their houses.’

‘Bernard? De Gier? Our old schoolmaster?’

‘Yes! Remember what he said about you, Berend? That you were a bit odd and not communicative, and you’d never amount to anything.’

‘Oh yeah. And what did he say about you, then? That you’d never get further than a little farmer, because you kept distracting the class with your jokes and never paid attention.’

‘Yeah… How’s the other submarine doing, by the way?’

‘Oh, she’s sailing along nice and quietly behind us.’




Thursday 14 November, 01:43, Eemskanaal, aboard the Gepard

 

‘Captain, we have to do something. There’s no communication with the outside world, the hatches are sealed tight, and we have no control over the steering at all.’

Captain Natasja Romanova looks worriedly at the big screen in her control room. In a 3D image she sees her own submarine, right behind another one, in a canal.

She thinks: ‘We are being sailed into a NATO country. Ahead of us sails the K-295 Samara. She has us in her grip. We can only assume they are hostile.’

She looks up and asks: ‘What can we do?’

‘We could try to load and fire a torpedo, Captain?’




Thursday 14 November, 01:48, North Sea

 

A Russian Ilyushin IL-20M reconnaissance aircraft skims low over the North Sea. It flies towards the area where the Samara and Gepard were last seen, in ever-widening circles, combing these waters for any sign of two submarines.

From Leeuwarden air base two F-35s take off. They set course for the North Sea, towards the Wadden Islands of the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark, to intercept the Ilyushin and search for two submarines themselves.

From the Den Helder naval base several ships set out, with the most modern sonar equipment, to search as well.




Wednesday 13 November, 12:58, Austin

 

Elon Musk is wound up. For a moment his Starlink connection had worked, and then it had dropped out. Now he had no internet, no phone, no X, no contact with the outside world.

The guards are still patrolling his house, so he can’t go outside either. Restless, he paces the panic room, opens a cupboard and takes out a packet of chocolate biscuits. 

He eats one biscuit after another, thinking. ‘Did I manage to sink that hijacked submarine? And what do I do now? If I make a run for it in the Cybertruck, they’ll probably shoot at me. And it can take a lot, but not bullets. Or can I distract the guards?’

Then suddenly his phone rings. ‘Hey, signal after all?’ He looks: ‘Donald Trump.’ For a moment he hesitates. If Donald is in cahoots with the Democrats, can they locate him if he answers? He takes the gamble and answers, but says nothing.

‘Elon, are you there? Elon? I need you. There’s a big problem.’

Elon thinks. Is this an AI voice? Or the real Trump? Then he remembers they had agreed on a code word.

Elon says: ‘What does the robot dog say to the cat?’

Donald Trump says: ‘Don’t eat the DOGE. Listen, Elon. We know what you’ve done, and it’s not pretty. But you have to cooperate with us now, and then we’ll talk about your digital back door later.’

‘Us? Who’s us?’

‘I’m sitting here next to Joe. Joe Biden.’

‘Hello, Elon,’ says Joe.

Elon is shocked and reacts angrily. ‘Donald, you’re working with our biggest enemy? I helped you win the election! Is this how you treat your friends? There’s a woke coup going on in America, and you’re joining in?’

‘Elon, listen. What coup? There is no coup, at least not in the US. Your back door has set off a chain reaction of dangers. That Russian submarine was hijacked, and now another one has been hijacked.’

‘Fuck,’ says Elon. ‘I tried to stop them.’

‘The Russian army is, to put it mildly, not happy. Luckily they didn’t blame us, but found out you had secretly arranged all this with Putin. They’ve deposed him. And they’ve rammed a few of our satellites and yours to pieces.’

‘Fuck!’ says Elon. ‘Putin’s been deposed?’

‘That’s right, and Joe and I are in contact with NATO and with the Russian Minister of Defence, who’s working with us. Er, what’s his name, Joe?’

‘Alexsandr Vja…’

‘Yeah, Alexsandr,’ Trump interrupts Biden. ‘Listen, Elon, you’re in deep trouble, but we can help you if you help us now. I want to make a deal with you. The FBI can arrest you for treason. We know you’re in Austin, and we can have you in no time. You get a full pardon from me personally if you cooperate fully.’

Elon Musk’s head is whirring. There is no American conspiracy? If he is to believe Trump and Biden. Trump and Biden together?! 

‘Donald, are you being forced to do this?’

‘Elon, stop with those moronic conspiracy theories.’

‘Okay, what do I have to do?’

‘Can you get control of those two submarines?’

‘As soon as they come online, yes. And Starlink has to be switched back on.’

‘We’ll sort it. Listen, Elon, we’re coming to get you. We know you’re somewhere in your house in Austin. Come outside, and we’ll arrange secure transport to the nearest base.’

Elon hesitates. This is the real Donald. And he sounds convincing. But who says he isn’t walking into a trap right now?

‘Have you got any evidence for everything you just said?’

‘Damn it, Elon, we don’t have time for this! There are two nuclear submarines missing, one of them with a nuclear warhead. And you caused that. Seriously, I’ve got you by the balls, and I’ll come down on you harder than Joe here would ever dare if you don’t cooperate now. I need to hear it from you now. Cooperate. Take it or leave it!’

Suddenly Elon has to laugh out loud at himself and at this situation. The irony that he saw conspiracies everywhere, and then started the biggest one himself. ‘Okay, Donald. I made a little mistake. We have to fix this. Fucking great that Putin’s been deposed, I never liked him. And did we just witness the first real space war, with attacking satellites? That’s so cool! I’m coming out. Tell them not to shoot.’




Thursday 14 November, 02:23, Borgbrug

 

Jelle, Gerda and Jannes had driven towards Ten Post. ‘Mind that speed camera,’ Gerda had said, but Jelle tore along the provincial road towards Groningen, past Ten Boer, and turned left where you enter the city of Groningen, towards the Borgbrug. 

‘You have to cross the bridge, Jelle, because the bridge house is on the other side. Otherwise we can’t get any further ourselves once the bridge is open.’

Jelle tears across the bridge and parks the Ford Focus on the verge. Jannes jumps out, runs to the bridge house, unlocks the door with his key, switches on the signal lights, lowers the barriers, raises the bridge and runs back to the car.

‘Little bloke with short legs, but he runs like he’s Usain Bolt,’ says Jelle. 

‘Not everyone has long Frisian legs like you, Jelle,’ says Gerda. Jannes climbs in, panting. 

‘D’you mind if I ’ave a quick smoke?’ asks Jannes, reaching into the breast pocket of his waistcoat for a pouch of Javaanse Jongens rolling tobacco. 

‘Are we in a hurry?’ asks Jelle. ‘I’d rather you smoked it outside.’ They look at the Casio watches Driekus had given them. ‘They should have been here by now, shouldn’t they?’

Jannes gets out, rolls his cigarette beside the car, puts it in his mouth and takes a lighter out of his trouser pocket. He cups his hands around the cigarette and lights it. 

‘By ’eck, folks, all this is givin’ me that much stress,’ says Jannes. ‘Time to shake ’ands wi’ Nick. Tha knows Nick. Nick O’Teen,’ and he takes a big drag. ‘One.’ And blows the smoke out through his nose. Another drag. ‘Two.’ After exactly ten drags the cigarette is finished, and he gets back into the car. 




Thursday 14 November, 02:23, Eemskanaal, Samara

 

‘Ah, well, that Bernard. That’s what a lot of Groningers are like, sadly. Talking each other down a bit,’ says Driekus. ‘It’s nothing, it’ll come to nothing, and act normal, because if you stick your head up, they’ll chop it off. Remember that blog I once wrote, about the Groningen Swamp?’

‘Yeah, how did it go again? Something about everyone on their own subsidised tussock of grass, wasn’t it?’ says Gezinus.

‘Yeah, that Groningen used to literally be a swamp, but that the mentality is still that of swamp people.’

‘Haha, you made friends with that one.’

‘Haha, okay, maybe it was a bit exaggerated.’

‘Only a bit?’ Gezinus grins.

‘Yeah, haha. For a laugh, though. A bit of a poke with the digital muck fork. That swamp dwellers look for a dry little tussock to keep their feet dry. And that the biggest employers, all those semi-government agencies and governments, have sorted out lovely sand ridges for themselves, where everyone likes to stand.’

‘Yeah, and that everyone else hopes to get the odd spadeful of sand too, right?’

‘Exactly, and that’s how you get a culture of people who depend on civil-service salaries, on subsidies and on benefitses.’

‘No idea how to stand on their own two feet, let alone build a little dyke or reclaim a bit of land themselves.’

‘Yeah, and so lots of envy and resentment among them, because if someone else gets more sand, that comes at the expense of their own little tussock. Instead of coming up with something themselves.’

‘Then you get divide and rule too, with vultures circling the subsidy pots, cronyism, bootlicking, fiddling, people making themselves very important but achieving nothing, elbowing their way in, and politics and press that can’t see further than swamp life either…’

‘A governing culture as soggy as the marshy ground.’

‘And if you do manage to build a little dyke of your own, those administrators will try to puncture it, or take it over. Because whoever hands out the sand holds the power.’

Berend listens to the conversation between the two and has to laugh at the cynical comparison: ‘Well, let them just try to take these submarines off us. They’ll lose their power over us and over our energy bills! Hopefully we’ll be an example for other Groningers to do something off their own bat too.’

‘Haha, yeah. How’s that other submarine doing, by the way?’

‘All quiet, lad. All champion.’




Thursday 14 November, 02:27, Eemskanaal, Gepard

 

‘We have no control over the torpedoes, Captain. All systems are sealed. We can’t open the hatches; we’re trapped in our own submarine. Luckily we still have food for weeks, and oxygen for a week.’

Natasja Romanova looks at her team with concern. ‘We must find a way to get control back. I want you to go through all the documentation on this vessel with a fine-tooth comb and look for a way.’


Wednesday 13 November, 12:45, Austin

 

Elon Musk sits in the back of the big Cadillac Escalade, between two FBI agents. The car drives onto the military base. They get out, and six heavily armed soldiers take him to a barrack. In the middle of the room stands a desk with a big computer screen. The soldiers stand around him, watching him closely. ‘Sit down,’ says one.

Elon sits down behind the desk. A live video link appears on the screen, with the White House military staff. Joe Biden and Donald Trump are there too.

‘Elon, we’re switching Starlink back on, and you are going to show us how you take control of those two submarines.’


Thursday 14 November, 03:07, Driebondsbrug, Samara

 

‘I wonder how the regional emergency services will react when they hear we’ve smuggled two nuclear submarines into the province,’ chuckles Driekus. 

‘But nuclear energy is perfectly safe, isn’t it?’ asks Gezinus.

‘There’s no utopian, rainbow-coloured, unicorn-fart form of energy. Along with solar and wind, nuclear is the safest energy source on earth,’ says Driekus. ‘And it emits even less CO2. I get the fear of nuclear, but fears aren’t rational. Yes, Chernobyl was a disaster. But suppose some caveman once set fire to his reed hut; did they stop using fire? No, of course not. They carried on, because the advantages outweigh the disadvantages. Splitting the atom is a scientific miracle. Every form of energy has a downside. You have to find the mix of energy that meets the three core values for energy.’

‘Three core values? What do you mean?’

‘The first is sustainable availability. Energy is no use to you if it isn’t there, or can’t be generated structurally, at scale. There always has to be enough energy, or you get blackouts. Your energy can be as free and green as you like, but if it isn’t there, that form simply drops out.’

‘Like wind and sun, you mean?’

‘Sun and wind are interesting, but when there’s no wind or light, supply and demand don’t balance. Then you have to buffer, or provide a permanent baseload as backup. But buffering is expensive, and with hydrogen it’s horribly unprofitable, eye-wateringly expensive even, so you’re better off with a permanent energy base like nuclear. But because nuclear is taboo, and people look at energy emotionally instead of scientifically and economically, they have this utopian rainbow hippie idea of solar panels and wind and hydrogen. But those don’t meet the first core value, or the second.’

‘So what’s the second core value?’

‘Affordability. Sustainable affordability. Safe, green or always-available energy is no use to you if it is or becomes unaffordable. Energy needs to get much cheaper, so we can produce competitively, so companies come here, and jobs, and food, medicines and products can be made cheaply, and people can heat their homes affordably and get from A to B affordably. Across the whole energy transition you see sustainable affordability made subordinate to going green, and that’s wrecking the economy. It even leads to less prosperity and to poverty, so that going green becomes unaffordable.’

‘So the third core value of energy is green, then?’

‘No, safety. Sustainable safety. Safety isn’t just about safety for people, but for nature too, so green simply falls under safety. Fossil fuels aren’t safe, because they pollute and poison. Wind, sun and nuclear are the safest energy sources on earth. That’s a fact!’ 

‘So going green isn’t an issue at all?’

‘It certainly is. Green is a safety issue. Safety for our climate, for our planet and for us. And the beautiful thing is that sun, wind and nuclear have the lowest emissions, the highest safety, low costs, and in combination they’re always available too. The mix of wind, sun and nuclear meets the three core values perfectly: sustainably available, sustainably affordable and sustainably safe. And if you’re so keen to produce green hydrogen for industry and shipping, you can do it more cheaply and permanently with nuclear than with wind. A hydrogen ambition without nuclear power plants makes no sense at all!’

‘Quick interruption, lads. According to Samara we’re now sailing into the city of Groningen,’ says Berend. ‘But is that bridge actually open?’ 

‘Which bridge do you mean?’ asks Gezinus.

‘The Driebondsbrug.’

‘We should fit under it. It’s barely 7 metres high, we’ve got a bit of leeway. Samara, can you manage it?’

Samara waits a second and answers: ‘My software was not designed to pass under bridges automatically. Shall I calculate the clearance for you?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Because the Eemskanaal is not very deep, I have filled all the ballast tanks with compressed air so that we sail as high as possible. As a result, the highest point of the conning tower is 7 metres 84 above the waterline, with antennas retracted.’

‘Shit!’ says Driekus. He looks at Gezinus and Berend in alarm. ‘Eight metres? That won’t fit!’

‘Sorry, I completely forgot. I overlooked it!’ says Berend. 

He grabs the 27 meg rig and says: ‘The Driebondsbrug has to open. I repeat, the Driebondsbrug has to open. Quick!’




Thursday 14 November, 03:09, Driebondsbrug

 

‘Just as well we didn’t drive on to Kiel-Windeweer,’ says Jelle. They are parked at the Meerstad park-and-ride, looking out over the Driebondsbrug.

‘If we open this bridge by ’and, alarms’ll go off, mind,’ says Jannes.

‘What do you mean?’ asks Gerda. 

‘Well, them earlier bridges aren’t that crucial, but this is t’city’s eastern ring road. Normally tha ’as to request it by pager, an’ then they check who’s comin’ through.’

‘Oh, but we can’t have that, then they’ll raise the alarm. So now what?’

‘’Old on. I were gonna do this for t’next bridges, but I’ll do it now.’ Jannes grabs his marine radio, sets it to channel 81 and speaks into it:

‘Moi, Control Room Groningen, this is Jannes. Jannes Bont, Farmsum lock.’

A voice crackles through the walkie-talkie: ‘Moi, Jannes, Gerrit ’ere in t’control room. How’s things in Farmsum?’

‘All champion in Farmsum, Gerrit! But did tha not get word about t’test tonight? I can see all thy bridges are still shut.’

‘What test?’

‘T’test we ’ave to run tonight for Rijkswaterstaat. They want all t’bridges open for an hour or so to check if them faults are finally sorted. I’ve already opened all t’bridges on t’Eemskanaal up to Groningen. Look on thy screen.’

‘Blimey. I see it. I don’t know owt about a test, Jannes?’

‘Tha knows about all them faults lately, though? That fault wi’ t’Driebondsbrug an’ all?’

‘Them faults are fixed now, aren’t they?’

‘That’s what t’test is meant to show, aye.’

‘I can’t just go openin’ that bridge, can I?’

‘Nay, not just that bridge. All thy bridges ’ave to open! I’ve got t’instructions ’ere, ’ang on, I’ll read ’em out…’

Jannes rustles his coat as if he were pulling out papers, and winks at Gerda and Jelle.

‘It says ’ere: open all bridges on t’Eemskanaal an’ t’Winschoterdiep. T’Driebondsbrug, t’Sontbrug, t’Euvelgunner bridges, t’Langmanbrug, t’Gideonbrug, t’lot. From 3:00 to 5:30, so they can run a software test. Then close ’em. On Thursday 14 November. It is t’fourteenth today, Gerrit, or ’ave I got it wrong?’

‘Er, nay, that’s right, Jannes, it’s t’fourteenth. Do I really ’ave to open all t’bridges?’

‘Aye, tha great big Tammo. If tha wants a row wi’ Rijkswaterstaat, just carry on sittin’ there watchin’ telly. Between three an’ ’alf five is t’quiet spell. Tha really doesn’t want a row for not openin’ t’bridges till six, when all t’traffic’s gettin’ goin’! An’ otherwise they’ll ’ave to plan a new slot, an’ that won’t be till spring. Then them bridges’ll be on t’blink again an’ stuck open for days!’

‘Nay, we don’t want that, nay,’ mutters Gerrit.

For a moment it is silent on the other end of the line. Jannes looks at Gerda and Jelle, tense. Then:




‘Thanks for t’tip, Jannes. I’ll open them bridges till ’alf five, an’ tomorrow mornin’ at end o’ shift I’ll ask why it weren’t in t’handover.’

‘All champion, lad. We always ’elp each other out, don’t we!’

Jannes puts the marine radio away. ‘Right. Sorted. All t’bridges open in one go. That were an old mate o’ mine. I’ll ring ’im tomorrow. That’ll cost Gezinus two more bottles o’ Beerenburg, haha.’

They see the bridge’s traffic lights come on, the barriers go down, and slowly the gigantic bridge deck rises.

Jelle grabs the 27 meg rig and says: ‘Frije seil, hearen, jou it wat gas.’ (Clear sailing, gentlemen, give it some gas.)

Berend turns the 27 meg to silent and says: ‘Samara, off you go!’




Thursday 14 November, 05:39, Moscow

 

‘Ma’am?’ Kaisa knocks on the glass door of Dunya’s office. 

‘Da, come in.’

‘I’ve picked up radio traffic again, once more from inland in the Netherlands. The frequency is different, but the transmit power is identical.’

Dunya gets up and walks downstairs with her. ‘I want to transmit on that frequency!’

Then her phone rings. It’s Alexsandr.

‘Your Excellency?’

‘Dunya, I need your entire team. There’s an uprising on the border with Georgia. And dozens of Putin-clan mafiosi are threatening to flee to Georgia. I need satellite images now, and all communications there. I’m already pulling troops out of Ukraine and suspending our activities in Syria for the time being. I really need you now!’

‘Damn it!’ thinks Dunya. She thinks of Berend. She hates him. And she loves him. She has to reach him. But now she has to help Alexsandr too. ‘Kaisa, keep trying to make contact!’




Thursday 14 November, 03:46, Sontbrug, Samara

 

Two gigantic submarines sail silently into the city of Groningen. The Eemskanaal widens here. To the north lies the Van Starkenborghkanaal. The submarines, however, turn south, towards the Winschoterdiep.

‘And you know what’s so beautiful?’ says Driekus.

‘What?’ says Gezinus.

‘Everything is energy. And not just the way Einstein meant it. I mean, our food, for example. Artificial fertiliser is made from natural gas, while we’re overflowing with manure from cows and pigs and chickens. Artificial fertiliser means even more nitrogen and more CO2. And that’s what makes everything in the fields and greenhouses grow well. No energy, no food. So I find it quite ironic that the same people who are against fossil energy and against fossil subsidies still eat their bread, broccoli and peppers, all ultimately made from fossil energy.’

‘Hang on, so what all those vegans eat is made with fossil raw materials?’

‘Absolutely! But your chicken too, because it eats grain and maize grown with artificial fertiliser. So you’d do better to want to get rid of artificial fertiliser and go all-in on manure.’

‘But you need animals for that!’

‘Exactly! Wind turbines, sun and hydrogen don’t make fertiliser. So either you hang on to fossil fertiliser for your broccoli, or you accept that we eat animals and use their manure to grow your broccoli. Broccoli does very well on bone meal and blood meal, by the way. Seriously.’

‘So if they’re against fossil subsidies and against livestock farming too, they’ve got no veggie food themselves?’

‘Ironic, eh,’ chuckles Driekus. 


Wednesday 13 November, 22:17, Washington

 

Joe Biden and Donald Trump sit together with their top military men in the Situation Room. They have just ended their call with Musk. He hasn’t managed to find the submarines, let alone take control of them. They are completely offline.

‘We need to call Russia,’ says Donald. Joe nods. ‘Call Alexsandr Vjazemski.’

Within a few seconds the Russian Minister of Defence appears on the screen, together with colleagues from Defence.

‘Dear Alexsandr, we still have no trace of the submarines. Do you have any news?’

‘We have no information yet. But I must say my focus is currently on internal security and stability. There are some uprisings.’

‘Understood. We are extremely concerned about two Russian nuclear submarines adrift in NATO waters, I hope you understand that.’

‘Of course, and as soon as we have information we will share it immediately. Just as I trust you will share yours.’

‘Absolutely. This is a shared problem, Alexsandr.’

‘Why don’t you extradite Musk to us? We have a great many questions, and perhaps we can get him to talk.’

Donald and Joe look at each other. 

‘I’m afraid we can’t do that, Alexsandr. He is cooperating fully, and we now have access to all his systems,’ says Joe.

‘As you will understand, in the interest of world stability we must hold Russia together. We are willing to talk about existing conflicts if you give us Musk.’

Donald and Joe look at each other again. 

‘Are you talking about Ukraine?’ asks Donald.




Thursday 14 November, 04:18, Euvelgunnerbrug

 

‘Anyway, fossil subsidies, do you know what they actually mean by that?’ says Driekus.

‘Yeah, that companies pay lower tax on energy,’ answers Gezinus.

‘Yeah, that’s called degressive tax. The more you use, the lower the tax becomes, relatively. Makes sense. In absolute terms you still pay more, just relatively less. It’s still tax, and not a subsidy at all. You don’t get any money back.’

‘No, if you call that a subsidy, then, then, then having a low income and so not paying 50% tax is a subsidy too?’

‘Exactly. There’s no such thing as a fossil subsidy. It still means you PAY tax, not that you get money handed to you.’

‘It’s like telling people on low incomes they ought to pay 50% tax anyway, and otherwise calling them tax dodgers.’

‘Haha, yeah, exactly. That’s how it is. Same as cyclists, they don’t pay owt either, haha! Tax dodgers, the lot of them!’




Wednesday 13 November, 22:31, Washington

 

Joe Biden, Donald Trump and Alexsandr Vjazemski have set up a new secure call, just the three of them. 

‘I am prepared to talk about a ceasefire with Ukraine,’ says Alexsandr.

‘I think we can help each other, but of course it isn’t only about the war,’ says Joe. ‘We need to talk about securing investments, the gas and oil pipelines, the grain, the lithium.’

‘I cannot go that far now. A ceasefire, yes.’

‘NATO wants to take in Ukraine, and the EU wants to integrate Ukraine, and then you’ve got nothing at all,’ says Donald.

‘That is unacceptable to me. We need Crimea as a military base, otherwise we only have Syria left as a base of operations.’

‘You want to focus on stability in your homeland. We both want to sell gas to Europe. Surely we can find a way through this,’ says Donald Trump.

‘And I want Elon Musk.’

‘That is unacceptable. His knowledge of our defence goes far too deep.’

‘You know what,’ says Joe Biden. ‘We all have our wishes. Some are easy. Some really can’t be done. We won’t settle this among ourselves right now. I suggest we each make a list of wishes and no-gos, bring in Mark Rutte of NATO, and the four of us reach an agreement today. Agreed?’ 




Thursday 14 November, 04:38, Gideonbrug

 

‘It’s bizarre, really, that we keep buying Russian oil through the back door,’ says Gezinus. ‘It’s just about money, plain and simple. As citizens we’re a plaything of the interests of Russia, the oil states in the Middle East and the US. Lots of people complain that energy is in the hands of capital, “the oil majors”, and that they make billions from energy.’

‘Yeah, that’s true, the influence of energy companies is gigantic. But those companies also invest billions, and they and their shareholders expect a return. They’ve become much more cautious about investing, because the government is so fickle. If you’re investing billions of other people’s money, you want to be able to guarantee your investors that, say, your power station or your wind farm can run for thirty or fifty years.’

‘Like the coal-fired plant in the Eemshaven?’

‘Yeah, for example. I mean, I’d rather not have a coal plant either, but if as a government you first encourage companies to build one, and then once it’s there you suddenly change the rules, business can’t rely on you. Then you’re untrustworthy.’

‘What I found most disgraceful was that the Dutch state had a far bigger stake in gas extraction and hid behind “the oil majors”.’

‘Yeah, there’s a kind of weird symbiosis between energy companies and the government. With gas extraction the interests were hugely intertwined, and the government wasn’t a referee setting the rules but part of the game, at the expense of the interests of citizens, who paid through the nose for natural gas. And at the expense of the safety of Groningers.’

‘Yeah, it really did look like a conspiracy!’

‘I don’t believe governments can conspire. They’re too incompetent for that, haha. But give civil servants and politicians access to billions and they’ll spend it on hobbies, on a decadent welfare state, never on investing in a fund like Norway managed, never on lowering citizens’ burdens, and never on making energy prices competitive for businesses. Just look at Aldel, the aluminium smelter in Delfzijl, which was simply driven to bankruptcy by costs. And plenty more will follow, I’m afraid.’

‘If everyone can generate their own energy, or together with each other, you don’t need those energy companies and the government at all!’

‘Exactly. And that’s why we now have a sailing 190-megawatt nuclear power plant under our backsides, haha!’

‘Two, even!’

Driekus and Gezinus laugh loudly. Suddenly the Samara shudders and jolts. Red alarm signals flash on the screen. The men have to hold on so as not to fall over.

‘What’s going on?’ Driekus asks Berend.

‘We touched the bottom for a moment,’ says Berend.

‘Oh shit, is it shallow here?’

‘Well, the Winschoterdiep isn’t exactly deep, no.’

‘Is this going to be all right?’

‘Aye.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Well, before we left I broke into the water board’s system and issued orders to have the Winschoterdiep and the Kieldiep dredged.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yeah, even had them made a few metres deeper, haha. Otherwise we’d have run aground in Stad by now.’

‘And that worked?’

‘Course. Those dredgers love that kind of job. Only in some places there are cables, and there are pipelines here and there, so we bump over those a bit.’

‘Won’t we rip them apart?’

‘No, don’t think so.’

‘You don’t think so?’

‘It’ll be champion, like, it will.’


Thursday 14 November, 04:42, Winschoterdiep, Gepard

 

The Gepard’s crew are shaken back and forth. ‘Captain, they’re running us aground!’

‘Have you found anything yet that lets us escape?’

‘We’re searching the documentation, Captain!’




Thursday 14 November, 04:48, Duinkerkenbrug

 

‘But we’re not pumping gas from the Groningen field any more. Suppose war breaks out; then the Netherlands has become extremely dependent on other countries for energy,’ says Gezinus.

‘Don’t kid yourself, we’ve been at war with Russia, China and Iran for ages,’ says Driekus. ‘It’s just that there are no soldiers walking around here and no bombs falling. They’re waging a sabotage war. We’re incredibly vulnerable. If they pull down a pylon at the Eemshaven, or take down our internet, we’re in real trouble.’

‘That’s why we’ve got a Starlink,’ grunts Berend. ‘They can cut undersea cables all they like, but we stay online.’

‘That’s how we should be thinking much more,’ says Driekus. ‘I’ve got a generator in the barn, and jerrycans of diesel. We’ve built far too centralised systems, because that was easy and lazy, but also eye-wateringly expensive with energy levies. We’ve also made ourselves very dependent on other countries for energy. It really only takes one thing to happen.’

‘So every house and business should generate and store its own electricity?’

‘Yes, for example. And without internet systems. Because then the lot can’t be hacked.’

‘That’s why I drive my old Dodge RAM,’ says Berend. ‘Petrol or gas in it, and nobody can switch my car off remotely.’

‘And that’s why we should generate energy locally at big industry and big cities. Suppose part of the grid is taken out; then factories and businesses and whole cities just keep running.’

‘Bet you that if a real energy crisis or war breaks out, we’ll simply start pumping gas from the Groningen field again?’

‘Yeah, of course, most of the gas wells are still available.’

‘Turning off the gas tap was a political decision, because the oil majors weren’t willing to compensate Groningers properly, and because the government is too incompetent to organise damage repair and reinforcement quickly and at reasonable cost. Seventy per cent overhead, that’s insane!’

‘Yeah, but Groningers demanded the tap be turned off themselves, and at the provincial headquarters they never thought about an emergency scenario. They’d have done better to negotiate that every Groninger gets paid hard euros if gas is extracted again after all. Otherwise they’ll be left empty-handed again when they do start pumping.’

‘Should we have carried on extracting gas?’

‘Only as a pilot light. So you can act when the need is great. In an energy crisis or war, the national interest is simply bigger. That may be a hard truth, but it mustn’t be taboo. And then with rock-solid financial compensation for every Groninger for every cubic metre of gas pumped up.’

‘So permanently sealing the gas wells is stupid?’

‘Pure destruction of capital. But anyway, it’ll be many years before all the wells are sealed. You never know, eh.’




Thursday 14 November, 06:46, Moscow

 

‘Gepard, over. Samara, over.’ Kaisa keeps repeating her calls, on every radio frequency she can think of. 


Thursday 14 November, 04:58, Waterhuizerbrug

 

‘It’s actually weird that officially I’m not allowed to just share my own green electricity with the neighbours,’ says Driekus. ‘I’m allowed to put electricity in a battery and give it to the neighbours. But I’m not allowed to run a cable. That’s forbidden or something.’

‘Maybe you shouldn’t be running cables, we don’t want a fire. I’ll do it for you,’ laughs Berend.

‘Haha, no, okay, but it’s pure protectionism by the government. Their goal is to earn as much as possible from energy levies. Imagine someone sharing or selling energy outside their control. They’re stuck in a fossil system of fossil central generation, fossil central control and addiction to fossil energy levies.’

‘Yeah, they’re hopelessly trying to apply that fossil system to modern energy, where people and businesses generate, store, share and trade electricity among themselves.’

‘Exactly. We don’t just need to get off fossil fuel, we need to get off that whole fossil system. You only need the government to come up with fair rules for it and enforce them, safety included. But a government that meddles right behind your front door and between neighbours, streets and neighbourhoods in how you generate and share green energy, and slaps antisocial levies on it to the point of poverty, that’s simply outdated.’

‘It’s going to hurt the treasury, though.’

‘Let’s not make their problem our problem. They’re the ones who left us in the lurch, who took thousands of euros a year off us with energy levies, pushed people into poverty and cold houses, raked in billions and burnt through our money. They knowingly and deliberately put us in danger, when the government’s core task is precisely to guarantee safety! They’ve thrown away every argument themselves! I have no sympathy for them at all!’


Thursday 14 November, 07:08, Moscow

 

‘Gepard, over. Samara, over.’ Kaisa drones out her call, switching between frequencies and frequencies.




Thursday 14 November, 05:13, Westerbroeksterbrug

 

‘Just imagine: soon we’re home, the Samara is moored in the Kieldiep, we run cable reels to our houses, and we’ve got unlimited free green electricity. We’re nearly there, lads!’ says Driekus.

‘Then I’ll personally cut your meter cupboard off the grid,’ jokes Berend.

‘Saves me more than six hundred euros a month! That’s over €7,000 a year. €70,000 after ten years. And in thirty years, more than two hundred grand!’

‘Yeah, and that’s not even counting electricity getting dearer and dearer, lad. Reckon on three hundred grand that just stays in your pocket, Driekus.’

‘Three hundred grand. That’ll buy a new John Deere.’

‘Yeah, or bitcoin, and then a Lamborghini tractor,’ jokes Berend.

‘We’re all mad, really, to keep paying so much for energy.’

‘Well, you do burn an awful lot, with that big farmhouse of yours.’

‘Yeah, okay, but more than half of it is just plain tax, on a basic necessity. It really feels like theft. A hundred euros a month is a lot of money for many people, but add it up over a lifetime and you’re out hundreds of thousands.’

‘That’s why we have to make ourselves independent of energy companies and the government. Just do it ourselves. No moaning, no victimhood. No grumbling. Feet in the clay, sleeves rolled up. Generate energy ourselves and share it with each other.’

‘That sounds like a fine revolution. That’s a fine future.’

‘Yeah, for Groningen. Thanks to our two nuclear submarines, haha!’


Thursday 14 November, 07:08, Moscow

 

‘Gepard, over. Samara, over!’ 




Thursday 14 November, 05:29, Rengersbrug

 

‘You know what else they don’t think about,’ says Berend, ‘demand for electricity is going to grow exponentially.’

‘Yeah, because of heat pumps and electric cars,’ says Gezinus.

‘Yes, but not just that. Think about all the AI tech. Samara’s system guzzles electricity, and with a nuclear power plant on board that’s no problem. But we’re also heading fast into a world of quantum computers, which will be able to crack any digital security in no time. To beef up that security you need quantum computers again, so it becomes a race over who has the fastest computers, because otherwise the Chinese or the Russians can easily crack our systems and shut them down. And all those supercomputers need a lot of electricity. A huge amount. So at the end of the day it’s simply a game of who can generate the most energy at the lowest cost. Think of Warcraft, that computer game. The more wood and gold you grab, the better your chances of winning the war.’

‘So that whole idea of consuming less to save energy is pretty pointless?’

‘Well, insulating your house always makes sense. But people really aren’t going to take a step back in comfort. People in the West want a pleasantly warm or cool house, they want to travel comfortably from A to B. You’re not going to wait to cook until the sun shines, are you? It doesn’t all have to be super-luxurious. But we do want to go forward, not backward. Only Marxists want to go backward, and they abuse climate and energy for their socialist agenda.’ 

‘And what about the billions of people on this planet who also, rightly, want a higher standard of living? Energy demand is going to grow gigantically. You won’t manage that with wind and sun. And certainly not with hydrogen, because then three-quarters of your energy is lost. Then you have to put up three times as many wind turbines and solar panels, at three times the cost. If you go from electricity to hydrogen and back to electricity, that electricity ends up three or even four times as expensive. And if we want to get off fossil fuels, there’s only one serious solution: nuclear energy. However scary people find it.’

‘Ah, well, you know, the reason Groningen wants hydrogen so badly is purely because Gasunie’s business model is under pressure, because what are they supposed to do with their gas pipelines if we don’t pump up natural gas any more? Gasunie is just a state company, and it comes out of the fossil system too, and they want to keep it going. Ironic that they brought in Samsom, the former Labour leader, to keep the fossil system going, when he used to fight against it. Hypocritical, too.’

‘Yeah, you see everyone in the energy market just looking after themselves, a survival strategy. With excuses about the common good, but meanwhile putting their own interests first. And the province hasn’t a clue; those administrators and civil servants just go along with it and waste billions. Anyone who can make a few pennies out of it joins in too, like suppliers, and the port. Just like the province suddenly cosying up to its enemy Shell to rake in hydrogen billions in subsidies together. What an embarrassing spectacle that was. They let themselves be harnessed to someone else’s cart. That was a good example of how the bigger interest of citizens and ordinary businesses gets sacrificed, not just with the earthquake damage, but also with ever-rising energy bills that threaten their prosperity and economic position.’

‘By the way, we’ll never get off fossil raw materials,’ says Driekus. ‘Oil and gas aren’t only used as fuel, but as raw materials too. Think of plastics, medicines, clothes. It’s used for everything.’

‘For clothing we have to go back to cotton,’ says Gezinus.

‘Tell that to the Uyghurs in Chinese prison camps who have to pick cotton as slaves. A third of all your cotton clothes, towels and curtains was picked by a Uyghur slave.’

‘Yeah, that’s terrible. The world is hard and unfair. What can you do about it?’

‘Well, for starters, steal all their nuclear submarines and use them for free green electricity, haha. But changing the subject, are you lot hungry too?’

‘Mate, all you ever think about is food!’

‘Well, I see we’re at Hoogezand, I can almost smell the shawarma from Shalom already!’




Wednesday 13 November, 23:45, Washington

 

‘Hello, Mark,’ says Joe Biden. ‘Donald is sitting next to me, and we’ve got Alexsandr in the call as well. Alexsandr, this is Mark. Mark, this is Alexsandr.’

‘Dear Mister Vjazemski, it is an honour to meet you. I have deep respect for what you have done. It was a brave step, and one that will go down in history for making the world better and safer, and Russia more stable and prosperous.’

‘Thank you, Mr Rutte.’ Alexsandr has mixed feelings. On the one hand he is flattered by the words; on the other, he knows he is dealing with a thoroughbred politician. So he must be careful. Besides, he is now at the table with three heavyweight negotiators, all three with the greatest military might on earth, and he has to hold his own alone against these old Western enemies. 

‘I appreciate your words, Mr Rutte. Congratulations on your new post. You can’t have expected this situation when you applied.’

‘Ha, no,’ Mark Rutte laughs, ‘but I have every confidence that the four of us will use the responsibility we bear here for the good of security and stability. In that respect we do of course have concerns about the situations in Ukraine, the Middle East and Africa.’

‘Russia has interests,’ says Alexsandr, ‘just as all of you have interests. We need these assets to guarantee our security, and also to build up our economy.’

‘Let’s see if we can quickly reach agreement on the easiest points, and then we’ll only have the heaviest topics left,’ says Mark Rutte.


Thursday 14 November, 05:51, Hoogezand, Samara

 

‘Nearly home, lads. What an adventure,’ says Gezinus.

‘We’re at the Kieldiep, just a few more kilometres!’ Driekus shouts excitedly. ‘More than a hundred years ago the peat was shipped out along here. Cut from our land, plundered and sold. My great-grandparents never saw a penny of it. They lived in a sod hut. And our generation had the gas stolen from under our backsides, three kilometres down. Our own gas plundered and sold back to us at extortionate profits. With wrecked houses and danger as the result. I think it’s rather nicely symbolic that we’ve now turned the tables. We’ve stolen an energy source and we’re sailing back with it. Back to the Peat Colonies. The Kieldiep as a source of energy, just like in the old days, but this time for ourselves!’

‘Let’s make Groningen the power socket of the Netherlands again, but no longer its cash machine. If the Netherlands wants our electricity, they’ll have to pay through the nose!’ laughs Gezinus.

Berend watches the Samara’s screen closely. The 113-metre-long monster slows down and carefully crosses from the Winschoterdiep into the Kieldiep. The right-angled bend is so tight that the bow scrapes against the dyke.

‘Full gas, Samara!’

‘Haha, gas,’ says Driekus.

‘Yeah, okay, sorry. Full fission, Samara!’

The submarine scrapes along the dyke and, with great difficulty and at full power, sails into the narrow Kieldiep. 

‘Switch on the electric drive and the diesel generator too, Samara!’

‘Eh?’ asks Driekus.

‘Yeah, we literally have to plough through now, because the Kieldiep isn’t really wide or deep enough, so Samara has to use every bit of power to get through. Hybrid: with batteries and electric motors, and with the nuclear steam turbine, everything at full power at once.’

With a deep rumble two diesel generators start up. For a moment the room fills with blue diesel fumes, while Samara opens the snorkel on top of the conning tower for fresh air and to vent the diesel fumes. 

The smell of diesel makes Driekus happy, and he laughs. ‘Never thought I’d end up driving a hybrid.’

The Samara ploughs through the sludge, scraping along the dykes on both sides with great difficulty. The big propeller literally drills its way forward through the muddy bottom.

‘I had the bend at Eska dug out. This monster would never make that corner otherwise. But first we have to survive that bridge.’ Berend looks at the gauges on Samara’s screen: the power output is at maximum and the temperature in the reactor is rising. They feel the submarine shudder as she ploughs through the canal’s sludge, metre by metre, slowly gathering speed.




Wednesday 13 November, 23:53, Washington

 

‘Right, if I may summarise: both the US and Russia will supply oil and gas to Europe. Ukraine remains an important transit country. The planned pipelines from Iran and Qatar through Syria we will block. Agreed?’

Mark Rutte looks at the other three men over the video link. He is securing Europe’s energy supply, and serving the interests of the US and Russia by sidelining competition from the Middle East.

The three men nod.

‘Then the question of raw materials. This isn’t a Russia-versus-US issue over Ukrainian raw materials. Europe wants to share in the benefits too and wants to secure its investments. We understand that Africa wants Ukrainian grain, and we can partly allow them that, if we also reach agreement among ourselves on the division of African raw materials.’

‘I am open to discussing that, but we have built up major interests in Africa,’ says Alexsandr, ‘which is why we must keep our strategic military bases in Crimea and Syria.’

‘Syria is fine, if you do indeed cut your ties with Iran,’ says Trump.

‘Okay, and Crimea?’ asks Alexsandr, who is starting to enjoy the horse-trading. ‘What a difference from the bureaucratic Russian machine,’ he thinks. 




Thursday 14 November, 05:56, Hoogezand

 

The Gepard’s crew feel their vessel sail into the Kieldiep, and the Gepard too is put on full power to dig its way through the canal. The monster shakes and trembles with the huge energy and the great resistance of the sludge.

‘Captain! I’ve got something! There’s a manual procedure to open the escape boat hatches!’

‘The inflatable boats? Can you get to them?’

‘Yes. Our Gepard is the only Shchuka-B-class boat fitted with special emergency hatches on the side for escape by inflatable. Normally that’s done with an electronic emergency button, but according to the manual there are four levers per hatch on the lower deck to open the watertight seal by hand.’

‘Do it at once! And get the weapons!’




Thursday 14 November, 06:02, Hoogezand

 

‘Okay, Samara, give it everything you’ve got! Lads, hold on!’

Three men in the control room of the K-295 Samara brace themselves.

With a huge crash, the 12,000-tonne Samara rams through the Meint Veningabrug in Hoogezand. The low fixed bridge is no obstacle at all to the submarine’s immense weight and gigantic propulsion. The Samara’s sonar-damping outer skin tears open along the stone piers; you hear metal scraping on stone.

‘Fixed bridges. Nothing we could do about those, sadly,’ says Berend.

‘Ramming bridges is part of the culture in Groningen, this is just folklore! We should get a subsidy for it!’ jokes Driekus. Berend and Gezinus roar with laughter, because there really is a dreadful list of recent incidents with bridges being rammed in their province.




Thursday 14 November, 00:05, Washington

 

‘Gentlemen,’ says Mark Rutte, ‘I am pleasantly surprised by your decisiveness and commitment to making progress. We have agreement on Ukraine, on Syria, on raw materials and on energy contracts. Let’s now talk about our mutual military relations. Over the past week, cooperation has gone very well. I may surprise you. But I’ll just put it on the table. It is a trump card that could remove all the other sore points. I know that after the fall of the USSR, Russia wanted to join NATO. And that NATO never responded. That would be a historic step towards stability and security. Then together we can shift our focus to economic growth and to a military counterweight against China and the situation in the Middle East.’

Joe Biden and Donald Trump look at each other. They hadn’t expected this. Russia, the old arch-enemy, in their own NATO? 

‘Perhaps we should postpone that topic,’ says Joe Biden. 

‘Wait a minute,’ says Donald. ‘The US is NATO’s biggest financial contributor. If Russia joins instead of being hostile, that saves the American taxpayer billions in protection, and if Russia starts contributing financially to NATO, we’ll have the strongest fist against China we could possibly make.’

Alexsandr is surprised. Invited to join NATO? That would finally end a decades-long smouldering cold war. 

Mark Rutte says: ‘For me that is a dream scenario. Then Europe is truly united, all the way beyond Moscow. I will set conditions on fighting corruption and internal stability. But NATO can help with that too. An attack on Russia is an attack on all NATO countries.’

‘Whoa, hold on,’ says Joe Biden. ‘We are not going to let ourselves be dragged into a proxy war with Russia from Georgia, Iran or any other country!’

‘Joe. Who would still dare, when NATO covers every time zone in the Northern Hemisphere? We’re winners!’ says Donald Trump.

‘We divide the world into Good and Evil. With Iran, North Korea and China completely isolated from India, Africa and South America. This is historic, gentlemen,’ says Mark Rutte.

‘Mark, then Europe will have to scale up immediately to an equal contribution to NATO.’

‘Well, Donald, I stand firmly behind that. And I have one last suggestion.’

‘Go on?’

‘Proliferation. Away with those nuclear weapons. We’ll recycle them for green nuclear energy. That weakens the Middle East.’

‘Now that you mention nuclear weapons,’ says Alexsandr. ‘We still have the two hijacked nuclear submarines. How are you going to solve that?’




Thursday 14 November, 06:12, Hoogezand, Samara

 

‘Oh, heck! That’ll be an interesting cup of tea with Mayor Erica tomorrow, with all those wrecked bridges,’ jokes Driekus, after they have just smashed through the railway bridge at Eska.

‘We’ll offer her free electricity as compensation,’ Gezinus jokes back.

‘Yeah, we’ll have to break through a few more bridges before we’re home,’ says Berend. ‘It is what it is, like!’


Thursday 14 November, 06:14, Hoogezand, Gepard

 

Down in the bottom of the Gepard, eight crew members turn the levers of the escape hatches on the side of the submarine with all their might. Slowly a gap appears, and black-brown water starts pouring in. 

The men strain with every ounce of effort to swing the hatches outwards, but they are stuck fast: they won’t open any further. They are blocked by the bank, because the submarine is literally scraping between the quays.

‘Fuck!’




Thursday 14 November, 06:31, Hoogezand, Samara

 

The Samara and the Gepard leave Hoogezand and now sail through the farmland towards Kiel-Windeweer. It is still dark on this cold, damp November morning. A few cows stand watching two submarines sailing slowly but steadily past, towering metres above the Sluisweg.

Berend looks at the Samara’s screen with concern. Every drive train is pounding away at full power to push the submarine through the narrow, shallow Kieldiep. 

‘Erm, lads?’ Berend points at the temperature gauges.

‘What’s that?’

‘The reactor’s getting a bit warm.’

‘A bit?’

‘Well, quite a lot, actually. Samara, what’s going on?’

‘I am running at full power, and there is too little cooling water in this canal. In six minutes we enter the critical phase.’

‘Critical phase? Does that mean a meltdown? A nuclear disaster??’

‘Shit! Now what?’

‘Either we shut everything down and don’t make it to Kiel-Windeweer, or we need to get more water!’

Berend grabs the 27 meg mic, turns up the volume and shouts: ‘We need cooling water, fast! Within five minutes! Open the Verlaat!’




Thursday 14 November, 06:31, Kiel-Windeweer

 

Jelle, Gerda and Jannes had driven along the Kielsterachterweg to Kiel-Windeweer and were waiting for the two submarines. 

On hearing Berend’s message they jump into the car and tear along the Sluisweg to the Kielster Verlaat, the little lock in the Kieldiep, built in 1907, its first stone laid by jonkheer Edzard Tjarda van Starkenborgh, then mayor of Groningen and member of the Provincial States of Groningen. 

Jelle and Jannes leap out of the car and start cranking the little lock open by hand. 

‘Cooling water?’ asks Jannes, panting with the effort. 

‘Cooling 190 megawatts of nuclear reactor, that’s a whole lot of water!’ says Gerda.

Slowly the lock gates swing open and water starts seeping through.

‘How much time have we got left?’ asks Jelle, helping to crank.

‘One minute!’




Thursday 14 November, 06:33, Kiel-Windeweer

 

‘One minute to critical level,’ says Samara. ‘I am programmed to prevent any disaster. As a precaution, the reactor will be shut down to prevent critical temperature.’ 

‘No!’ shouts Driekus. ‘We’re nearly there, it’s a matter of a few hundred metres!’

‘Mate, you don’t want a meltdown in your village!’ shouts Berend. ‘We’ve come far enough!’

‘Samara, over.’ They hear it come out of the 27 meg rig. The men look at each other in surprise. An unknown woman’s voice with a Russian accent.

Immediately afterwards comes Jelle’s voice: ‘Lock open, go go go!’

A surge of extra water rushes towards the Samara and the Gepard, where by now the water is throwing up great clouds of steam.

Berend looks at the screen: ‘The temperature’s dropping, keep going!’




Thursday 14 November, 08:36, Moscow

 

Kaisa is at Dunya’s door. She knocks.

‘I’ve seen communication again, and I know their frequencies. I’ve been able to locate them too. The Samara is sailing in a small canal in the north of the Netherlands!’

Dunya thinks. ‘What on earth are they doing there??’ She gets up, runs to Kaisa’s desk and grabs the microphone:

‘0d1n! Berend! Whatever your name is! Please make contact! The Gepard will attack you as soon as they can! What in God’s name are you doing?’

It takes a moment, and then she hears his voice.

‘Breaker, breaker! Hi, love. We mean no harm. We want green electricity for our village. Leave me alone.’

‘Do you realise you have kidnapped 72 men? In a submarine with nuclear warheads?’

‘Yeah, that wasn’t quite the plan, sorry.’

‘Sorry?’ 

‘Yes. Sorry. I’ll make it up to you.’

‘What do you mean?’

Suddenly she hears the voice of another man. ‘Yes, hello. Listen. He misses you. He’s in love. He loves you.’

Dunya is silent for a moment. Secretly she finds that a lovely message. But who is this? An accomplice? In the background she hears 0d1n grumbling at the other man in an incomprehensible language. 

‘0d1n, this could end in war. Give me access to the Gepard. I have to convince them not to attack you.’

‘You’re not going to tell them to attack, then?’

‘No. The world has changed. Russia is joining NATO. We really can’t have this now.’

‘What? NATO?’

‘You’re making this up.’

‘No. What’s more, you lot set it off.’

‘How so?’

‘No time now, give me access to the Gepard’s crew!!’




Thursday 14 November, 06:48, Kiel-Windeweer

 

Bernard de Gier is a thin, gangly man in his sixties. He once had a thick mop of red hair, but it was now mostly greyish, and he was balding. His eyes hadn’t improved over the years, and his thick-lensed glasses steamed up as soon as he put them on.

He had got up in good time to cycle to Hoogezand-Sappemeer. It is a joyful day, because this is his very last working day as a teacher. How long he had looked forward to this moment: retirement at last. 

When he was young, he had imagined a much grander life for himself. Something with sport, but at football he was bullied. His father had been a bully and his mother had really brought him up far too protectively. 

But now he was free. One last day, and then never again those rotten children, and he could travel round Europe with his wife. The little camper van was already packed and ready to drive to Sweden.

It is still dark outside. He takes his old Gazelle bike with its sprung leather saddle and steel brake rods, puts his leather bag on the rack and stretches a bungee over it. After forty years of cycling to school he routinely kicks up the stand, clicks the dynamo onto the front wheel, swings his leg over the bike more slowly and stiffly than ever, puts his foot on the pedal and pushes off.

Wobbling a little, he cycles along the Pieter Venemakade, turns left over the Middelste Klap bridge and right into the Dorpsstraat, along the Kieldiep. The dynamo whines, and because of the slight buckle in the front wheel (that rotten Driekus had once nearly knocked him off his bike with his tractor) his headlight glows alternately brighter and dimmer.

He wipes the moisture from his glasses. But it makes little difference. It is foggy. Very foggy, on this dark, cold, early morning.

‘Blimey, what a pea-souper, this, like,’ he grumbles to himself. 

In the distance he hears a deep drone approaching. It comes from above and is closing in fast.

With a violent, deafening roar an enormous aircraft skims low over the dead-quiet ribbon village, and immediately afterwards two fighter jets thunder over, as if they were chasing it.

Bernard looks up in fright as the three shapes race over him. He can barely see them through the fog.

Raising a clenched fist, he shouts, in the vain hope that the pilots will hear him: ‘Bloody ’ell, what an antisocial racket, that, like! There’s people livin’ ’ere, y’know!’

Grumbling and shaking his head, he cycles on. He peers over his glasses through the fog.

What is that looming out of the fog in the canal? Bernard blinks and peers. What is that gigantic black thing? He cycles closer. It is a submarine. The monster runs aground, rumbling and shuddering, in the sludge of the shallow, narrow canal.

Bernard stops and stares open-mouthed at the towering monster as it comes to a halt, and at the boiling water rising in clouds of steam. It isn’t fog at all; it’s all steam. 

Then he sees another monster looming out of the fog behind it. A second, almost identical submarine slams into the first with a huge crash and the sound of twisting steel, while hissing, bubbling water from the Kieldiep rises as steam.

In his fright Bernard falls off his bike, scrambles up and stares open-mouthed at the two monstrously huge black war machines, unreal, there in his small, peaceful village, in the middle of the wide farmland of the Peat Colonies.

There, on top of the conning tower, he hears a metal hatch being turned open, and the head of Driekus appears, that troublemaker he once had in his class. 

Driekus looks down, sees his old schoolteacher and grins. He raises his index finger slightly.

‘Hey, Bernard. Moiii!’




Chapter 14

 

Epilogue. 




Wednesday 14 May 2025, 14:34, Kiel-Windeweer

 

The spring sun feels good on their faces. It is typical May weather in Kiel-Windeweer. The sky is a clear blue. It is twenty-three degrees, and the fresh green leaves on the trees stir gently in the light breeze. 

There they sit, on white-and-orange folding camping chairs in the front garden of Driekus’s farmhouse, the 34th farm from the A7: Gerda, Jannes, Jelle, Natasja, Gezinus, Berend, Driekus. 

In this lovely weather, the last three can hardly imagine that six months ago they spent a week without daylight.

‘My view isn’t what it was, mind,’ Driekus grumbles in mock complaint, pointing at the blue-and-white cool box beside him. His finger traces the power cable running up from the cool box to a gigantic dark-grey monster right opposite them. Thick power cables lie in the grass along the road.

He turns the cool box’s handle, lifts off the lid, takes out a can of Hertog Jan beer and cracks it open with that typical hollow hiss of escaping pressure. He hands the can to Berend and looks at the others enquiringly.

‘Yeah, I’ll have another one too,’ says Gezinus. 

‘Hello, it’s half past two, I’m taking it easy, you know,’ says Gerda. 

‘Da, lekker,’ says Natasja. ‘The Dutch say lekker about everything. Lekker weather, lekker food, lekker cuddles.’

‘Lekker frikandel, lekker on me tractor, haha. That’s right! Lekker, lekker, lekker. Just don’t mix it up with lek, love, because lek means leaky, and we’ve had quite enough of a lekke submarine! That integration course is working a treat, sweetheart. Your Dutch is getting better and better,’ says Driekus, and he puts his arm around her. She winks at him and holds his hand.

‘How a fat farmer like you landed such a gorgeous Russian captain, I still don’t understand,’ says Gezinus. ‘First she nearly torpedoed you, and now look at the pair of you, all lovey-dovey!’

‘He has humour,’ says Natasja. ‘That is the most important thing.’

The seven friends look at the two gigantic submarines in the Kieldiep in front of them, towering metres above the farmhouses, where they used to be able to see the other side of the village.

Until six months ago Kiel-Windeweer was a peaceful, quiet little village. But now dozens, hundreds even, of people walk through the ribbon village, and lots of cyclists get off their bikes. All tourists, wanting to see the submarines. They take photos, and selfies. People laugh. 

Some walk up to the group of friends and ask if they can have their picture taken with them. Our group of friends just can’t get used to that, to having become famous. And a little bit notorious too.

Lots of tourists ask whether they can go aboard the Samara and the Gepard. But that is strictly forbidden. The Gepard’s Russian crew make sure of that. They guard the submarines and run both reactors.

‘Don’t you miss Dunya, Berend?’ asks Gezinus. 

‘Aye, a bit, like.’

‘When’s she coming back?’

‘She’s busy in Russia, isn’t she. Rebuilding the country. Did you know she’s become head of the security service?’

‘No, seriously?’

‘Yeah, man.’

‘Congratulations. Can’t she work remotely, from your place?’

‘Haha, no. Maybe I’ll go and live in Moscow for a while.’

‘But then we’ll miss you!’

‘Come and visit, and we’ll do a pub crawl.’

The group laughs. A pub crawl in Moscow. Who would have thought that possible last year?

‘I hadn’t expected so much trouble to come down on our heads,’ says Gezinus. ‘Maybe an angry council saying you did need a permit for two submarines in the Kieldiep after all. And the fine for the smashed bridges, I get that too. But that some administrators got so furious with us, I hadn’t expected that.’

‘I thought it was hilarious that the police and the army and the world’s press all came storming towards Kiel-Windeweer that morning but couldn’t get here, because all the bridges were broken and stuck open. Those tailbacks lasted for weeks, haha!’ says Driekus.

‘Yeah, it was a bit over the top, landing here in helicopters and wanting to arrest us,’ says Jelle.

‘Yeah, until they found out we had a nuclear missile.’

‘Thanks to Dunya, by the way, who convinced Natasja we meant no harm. And who dropped any conflict with NATO because they’re working together now.’

‘What should Defence have done, then? Shoot at us, like they did during the train hijackings at De Punt?’

‘Well, exactly. You don’t just go shooting at nuclear reactors and nuclear weapons.’




‘In that respect we were incredibly lucky to bring the Gepard along too. How else would it have ended?’

‘Nuclear Power Kiel-Windeweer,’ says Jannes. ‘I still laugh about Driekus’s live TV interview on CNN and the BBC.’

‘Yeah, how did you put it again?’

Driekus grins. ‘Well, something like: as a province milked like a colony, an energy colony, we’ve been dug out and sucked dry for more than a hundred years, and now we’ve got two nuclear power plants and twenty missiles, one of them with a nuclear warhead. That ten years ago I already thought Groningen should declare independence and claim the gas money, but nobody did anything. So we sorted it ourselves. Including our own defence, because if the government neglects its core task of safety, even deliberately puts us in danger, then it can’t claim its monopoly on violence any more either, hahaha.’

‘Mate, those blunt jokes of yours. You didn’t realise how seriously they took you. Even Rutte flew in to come and negotiate.’

‘Yeah, and I told him straight what we think of him round here. Under his cabinets, extra gas was pumped, even though they knew it led to earthquakes and damage and danger. So he was in a weak position in the negotiationses.’

‘For a little broccoli farmer you really do have a big mouth,’ says Gerda.

‘The bold own half the world. Sadly, the timid still own the other half,’ jokes Driekus, and his belly shakes at the joke he laughs at hardest himself.

‘Luckily you don’t mean half of it. We know you by now. But it’s a miracle we weren’t arrested.’

‘What saved us was partly that nuclear missile, but also the number of government bodies all getting in each other’s way. That helped us too.’

‘Yeah, who haven’t we had round here? Police, Defence, the regional emergency services, the council, the province, the environment agency, the security services, the Authority for Nuclear Safety and Radiation Protection, the energy market authority, the public prosecutor, you name it!’

‘Ah, they’re all still in meetings with each other. One civil servant hires a freelancer to do his work. None of them fancies dealing with this at all, haha.’

‘No, imagine them actually having to do something. But even then, both submarines are so wedged in and sucked into the mud, you’ll never get them out of here, not even with Koop’s biggest cranes.’

‘Funny, though, that Koop donated that nine-metre bronze statue of Lenin to Kiel-Windeweer. As a joke.’

‘But how did that negotiation with Rutte go on from there?’

Driekus sits up for a moment. ‘Well, of course he wanted us to hand in the nuclear missile. And give the submarines back to Russia. But Dunya and that defence minister, what’s his name?’

‘Vjazemski.’

‘Yeah, him. They told NATO that we could keep the submarines, and that their crew would guard and run the Samara and the Gepard and could get asylum here, because Russia is joining NATO and there’s going to be a disarmament programme. So Berend and I set a few simple conditions.’

‘That we could keep them, then?’

‘Yeah, that anyway, but above all that all of Groningen can buy our green nuclear electricity at cost price plus, without energy levies or VAT. That the same would apply to all other green energy. And that people are allowed to generate energy themselves and share it with each other, without the taxman taxing this basic necessity.’

‘And he accepted that?’

‘Well, partly under pressure from Trump and Musk, I have to say. They told him that if Europe didn’t get a move on with overhauling the economy, innovation and energy policy, they’d turn their backs on NATO. So Rutte went to the cabinet and negotiated this. And Musk may be an odd bod, but he’s promised to come by soon to help modernise government here too. Half the civil servants at the student loans agency, the tax office, the province, the council, the university and the Hanze polytechnic just don’t work, or aren’t productive, and that really has to change. It costs billions. Those people should just go and work in the real economy.’

‘What about the National Coordinator Groningen alone? More than a thousand civil servants on the payroll there!’ 

‘It’s a disgrace. It’s ruining the country. Retrain them as handymen and put them to work on new builds and damage repair. There’s plenty of work!’

‘Out with the broom. But anyway. At least Groningen is now a testing ground for energy at competitive prices, instead of the most expensive. And it works!’

‘Yeah, that’s right. The whole village saves hundreds of euros a month per household.’




‘Not just that, but look how much money is pouring in now from tourism, and from companies wanting to set up here because of the cheap energy!’

‘That’s right, my B&B is completely full,’ says Gerda. ‘Jelle hardly gets round to his music station.’

‘You’re not broadcasting Frisian-language music from Kiel-Windeweer, are you?’ Driekus jokes. Jelle winks.

‘And my snack bar is doing like crazy!’ says Gezinus.

‘So funny that you called your snack bar SMULTATULI,’ says Jelle.

‘Definitely! Deep-frying on green submarine power! With the house speciality, the sub-frikandel. A frikandel swimming in curry sauce and mayo. The tourists wolf them down,’ laughs Gezinus.

‘We pay those fines with a smile,’ says Berend. ‘We’re earning hundreds of thousands from energy and tourists.’

‘Exactly,’ says Driekus. ‘Cheap energy is good for the economy. It’s only a matter of time now before the whole of the Netherlands, and soon Germany and the other countries too, slash their energy prices and taxes. They finally understand that the old system of central generation and crushing energy levies no longer fits the times. A fossil system.’

‘Hey, and if the Russians come and cut cables and sabotage power stations, our electricity just keeps flowing, because we generate it ourselves. We’re independent!’ jokes Jelle, at which Natasja throws her empty can at his head.

‘Comrades. It’s a miracle we survived this,’ says Driekus, suddenly serious.

The others are quiet for a moment. 

‘Yeah, we’re never doing this again…’ says Gezinus.

There they sit. Driekus and Natasja. Gerda and Jelle. Gezinus and Jannes. And Berend, who suddenly misses Dunya badly.

In silence they look at the two submarines. They think back on their adventure. That hilarious pub crawl in 050 where it all began. The weeks in the caravan, picking the plan apart. The dangerous journey to Crimea. The perilous adventure with the fishing boat, the consignment of Lagavulin and the Russian guards. Hijacking the Samara and getting her going. Sailing through the Bosphorus, dodging depth charges and attacks.

But they also think of the deep friendship that has grown, and the loves. They think of the unintended effect on geopolitics. And then Groningen, finally that flourishing energy province. 

‘You know,’ says Driekus, ‘most people are just winging it, and it’s a miracle things don’t go spectacularly wrong. We just got lucky, like.’

The others nod quietly.

Driekus says: ‘Mind you, I do have another idea.’

The others look at him, questioning and slightly suspicious. Is another joke coming?

‘She’s fifty years old now and being decommissioned. But what if we sort her out now? The USS Nimitz is a 300-metre aircraft carrier with two nuclear reactors on board. She needs to go to the Eemshaven!’

The whole group leaps up, shrieking with laughter, and dives on top of Driekus to shut him up.




The End.

 

Three Kisses.




From the OSINT archives of Prof. 

Dr. B.J.O. Zomerplaag.

Screenshots of the original posts on X, in the original Dutch, exactly as the protagonists published them.
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Driekus Vierkant’s profile: “The Smultatuli of the Peat Colonies. ❤️ Samara K-295. Opinion of Freedom of Expression. Virtuous Rascal. Pot-stirrer. Satire. Parody. Shawarma. Whisky. Three Kisses.” Location: “Squarely Behind You”.
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Gerda van den Oever: “Just Gerda. Something with stars. And these days submarines too.”

[image: ]

Berend, posting as Popke Nathals (Groningen for ‘the sponge’): “Adventurer. Mechanic. Electronics. Fortran. Cobol. Makes things, and used to break things for hire. Undercover zen magician. Fish catcher. Beer processor. 🖤 Nyx86.” Location: “HighSand JuiceLake”, a word-for-word translation of Hoogezand-Sappemeer.
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Gezinus Horema: “(Sub)seafarer. Ready or not, here comes Gezinus. Don’t go listening to Horema. Deep grounds, still waters.” Every line is a pun on a Dutch saying or on his surname, rounded off with a Beatles parody about a rainbow submarine. Location: Doodstil, a real hamlet whose name means ‘Dead Quiet’.
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Jelle Schellema: “It can freeze and it can thaw (a Frisian saying). Radio pirate. The Frisian song. Listen to #JelleFM.”
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From the top. Berend, 19 September: “What I learned in my time at the ███ service was ███… so I do understand Schoof (the Dutch prime minister) and ███.” Driekus, 19 September: “Wanted: nuclear submarine with working core.” Berend, 18 September, quoting the regional paper Dagblad van het Noorden (“Statement of the day: the Netherlands can’t do without two extra nuclear power plants”): “Let’s start with a nuclear nuclear submarine ;) Shall we?” Berend, 16 September: “Packet radio test.”
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Driekus, 9 October. Original post in English.
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Driekus, 11 October: “Poll! Will Gezinus, Berend, Jelle and Gerda manage to steal a Russian nuclear submarine and get it to Kiel-Windeweer?” No way: 29%. Of course: 71%.
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Driekus, 28 October: “A little idea for Berend’s Dodge Ram 5.7 V8 HEMI.” On the tailgate: the logo of the GreenLeft party.
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Driekus, 12 October: “Ramming bridges is Groningen folklore.” Quoting Berend: “I can schedule a little something in the water board’s systems. It’ll be champion. Only those fixed bridges, that’s going to be a thing.”
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Jelle, 7 November, 10:19 (Frisian): “Radio Jelle is looking for herring.”
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Gezinus, 7 November, 17:42 (Frisian): “Three frikandels with herring.”
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Gezinus, 8 November (Frisian): “One herring with three gyros, please.”
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Gezinus, 10 November (Frisian): “Three safe Sardines and a sub-frikandel. Three kisses.”
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Jelle, 9 November (Frisian): “Congratulations, fish fingers, you’re world news. Chaos everywhere. Dolphins, herrings and geese from every country are hunting in the eastern Mediterranean. Three kisses.”
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Gerda, 9 November: “Heard nothing from Berend, Gezinus or Driekus today… Jelle, shall we at least send them a message about the state of the world?”


Bonus! The original, genuine 

Smultatuli Broccoli Recipe: 

[image: ]

 

1) Buy a broccoli.

2) Flambé it with a flamethrower until it is ash.

3) Drive your John Deere to Shalom in Sappemeer, order a lovely Shawarma Platter Special with hot sauce, and tuck in!


Come and party with us in 

050 Tractor City:
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050, the city of Groningen, is the most inclusive city 

in the world, where pedestrians, cars, bicycles 

and tractors are all welcome in the city centre.
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