
                                    CHAPTER 23

        Peter Kharkov had become restless, this was something very obvious 

  to even  a casual  observer, but to Alexei  Chernov it spelt something  much 

  deeper   than   a   mere   passing   mood.   It   had   started   when   it   had   become 

  logically necessary to decide to take another of the submarines and tear her 

  apart   as   they   had   done   with   the   Potolkin.   The   requirement   had   been 

  presented to the flotilla commander. Kharkov had deferred and finally refused 

  to make the decision.

        The remains of the Potolkin were wedged high and dry on the shore of 

  Jacob's   Bay.   What   had   once   been   Alexei   Chernov's   pride,   was   now 

  unrecognisable.   All   that   remained   was   the   unit   which   housed   the   nuclear 

  reactor that had once driven a proud ship. It had not been out of deference to 

  the objections of some of the population, that had caused them to leave well 

  alone. No one could be sure what they might unleash if they disturbed the 

  integrity of the power pile.

        Peter's restlessness had grown during  the ensuing months after the 

  failure to make a decision about either the Barenkov or the Minsk. He had 

  retreated to the restored house he had commandeered in the valley that led 

  back from Jacob's Bay into the hills surrounding the old city. He kept his own 

  company   and   even   though   the   accommodation   was   by   no   means 

  extravagant, he seemed only to occupy a corner of what was available. He 

  made no suggestions that anyone should join him. He spent his days toying 

  around in a garden he had tried to create out of the ruins of one that had 

  once   existed.   In   the   evenings   he   would   sit   staring   out   over   the   ocean, 



  watching the sun set over the black shapes of what remained of his command 

  in the darkened bay.

          Every morning, his officers would toil up the road from Pringle's Head 

  and present themselves for a briefing and provide reports on the progress of 

  the various projects being conducted by the town people but he would make 

  little comment. His officers would return to the town as wise as when they had 

  started. No matter how they hinted, he would make no decisions about the 

  grounding of another of the ships. Even Alexei had grown cautious enough to 

  avoid   a   direct   mention   of   the   subject.   It   was   one   that   roused   strong 

  responses.  

        One morning, it changed. Alexei was the last to arrive and he found his 

    commander waiting impatiently.

        "Good! You stir yourself at last, Alexei!"

          Chernov blinked at the sudden attack.

          "Comrade   Peter,   I   wasn't   aware   that   this   was   to   be   an   important 

  meeting - What's happened? Another war?"

        Peter regarded his loyal  officer  and friend, with  a disapproving  eye. 

  Alexei   returned   his   gaze   without   flinching.   The   commander   nodded 

  eventually.

          "You are correct, Alexei - perhaps you have the right to wonder what is 

  the reason for my sudden impatience."

        He walked to the edge of the paved area at the side of the house and 

  stared out over the bay. 

        "I have decided to take one or both of the ships to sea again!"

        He turned and stared into their faces that showed various shades of 

  amazement and disbelief. Alexei stammered:

        "For what reason, Peter?"



        "Let us say - for sea trials."

        He let that sink in before continuing.

        "The   thought   has   been   with   me   for   some   time.   The   community   is 

  growing rapidly and that encourages me to think that we might not be alone. 

  Along the coast there might be other communities like ours. We should find 

  them - "

          Alexei said slowly.

          "And then return here? - You mentioned sea trials."

        Peter turned back to the vista of the bay.

        "If there are other communities along the coast - there might be other 

    communities elsewhere - perhaps in our homeland!"

        The silence was intense.

          "You are thinking of returning to - to base?"

          "Perhaps - "

        "It would be destroyed - "

          "Maybe - and maybe there will be survivors who have set up another 

  community - like this one."

          "There may be nothing - "

        "If so, we can return here."

          "Some of the crew members have made new lives here - "

        "We will call for volunteers - there should be enough for one ship, if 

  not two."

          Alexei remained behind when the other officers returned to the town, 

  clearly they had been stunned by the turn of events.

        "Well, Peter - you're full of surprises!"

        "Is that why you stayed behind, Alexei - to tell me that?"

        "I thought you might want to talk, old friend."



        Peter nodded and looked out over the ocean, it was some time before 

  he continued.

          "That's  where  we  belong,  Alexei   -  we  shouldn't   be   anchored  to   the 

  land, you and I. There's nothing here for us - We want freedom - We want to 

  feel the spray on our faces again. We want to feel the pulse of the ship under 

  us, like a live thing. Make no mistake, one community is the same as another 

  - that isn't the attraction - it's - it's - a  restlessness I feel. I want to feel a deck 

  under me again. I've been too long afloat to be happy with a land berth!"

        "I knew something was biting you, Peter!"

        "Well - now you know!"

          There was a long silence.

        "What do you think the - king - will say about it?"

        Peter noticed the inflection, when it came to the word 'king'.

          "You still can't get used to the idea, can you, Alexei? I know, it's hard 

  for us. To answer your question, perhaps we should talk to our friend Carl."  

        "If we must!"

        "He isn't a bad fellow, Alexei - don't be so gloomy about it."

        "He has that effect on me!"

        "It might have been worse! We might have to talk to Martha."

          "Please! Don't remind me of that woman!"

        Not   for   the   first   time,  Peter   wondered   how  Carl   had   got   rid   of   her. 

  When he had asked, he had been met with evasions. He hadn't pressed the 

  point,   the   fact   that   Carl   now   acted   as   a   kind   of   spiritual   adviser   to   the 

  community, was enough to make him stay well clear. He still had the opinion 

  that Carl was a special person and had a designated duty from the Firstling.

        "So, we will go to Carl Steinbecker!"

          "Now?"



          "Now!"

          There   was   no   arguing   with   Peter   Kharkov   when   he   was   in   that 

  particular mood, Alexei followed his leader with reluctance, down the road to 

  the path that led to the lighthouse. As far as he was aware, Carl was still in 

  lonely   residence   there.   He   was   another   one   like   Peter   Kharkov,   who 

  preferred to live apart from the rest of the community. It wasn't an attitude that 

  Alexei could understand. Earlier, the point had been made, that many of the 

  submariners had set up family relationships with the women refugees who 

  had  flooded  into  the  town. He didn't  share  his  captain's  confidence   that it 

  would be easy to find volunteers to crew the two remaining submarines. It 

  might even be difficult to find enough men willing to crew one.

        By the time they reached the lighthouse, the sun was high in the sky. 

  The exertion had made them warm and Peter's pace had been a little short of 

  a run. They were both a little short of breath as they neared the door of the 

  community's resident holy man.

        "It shows we need more exercise, Alexei - a sea trip will trim the fat of 

  your belly!"

          "And yours, Peter!"

        Carl   emerged   from   the   doorway,   clad   in   the   community   uniform   of 

  cotton   trousers   and   smock.   He   showed   no   surprise   over   his   unexpected 

  visitors.

          "Greetings comrade Carl."

        Carl nodded and waited.

          "You do not seem surprised to see us."

          "Should I be?"

        "It has been some time - "

        "It has, Peter."



          Alexei looked from one to the other and wondered what was making 

  his leader so tongue tied. He interjected.

        "The commander has come to discuss a plan with you."

        Peter glared at his fellow officer and then turned back to Carl.

        "We feel we should test the sea worthiness of our remaining ships."

        "That isn't something to involve me - they belong to you!"

        "We want to put to sea and explore the coastline to the north and the 

  south - there may be other communities like ourselves."

        "It is always possible, many have left Pringle's Head, they must have 

  gone somewhere."

        Peter kicked away a pebble.

        "I have to ask you - do we need the permission of the - king?"

          Alexei snorted in disapproval. Peter ignored him. Carl stared into the 

  captain's eyes.

          "You have another reason for raising the question. Perhaps you intend 

  to leave us - "

        Peter became heated.

          "Who told you this? One of my officers, I suppose!

        "It's in your eyes, Peter."

        The captain's feeling of uneasiness increased. The man's perception 

  was uncanny. He had heard something of it during the daily reports. Maybe 

  there was some truth in the mocking title of 'Holy Man'.

        "I am not the one to be called 'Holy', Peter - Our King and our Priest is 

  holy, as is the Lord Jesus, who is the Bridegroom. The Father is 'Holy'. It is 

  not for me to agree our disagree with your plan. Why not proceed with it - you 

  can be assured that you will be stopped, if it is not according to the desires of 

  our Kingly-Priest."



        Carl   watched   them   retreat   along   the   path   to   the   main   road.   They 

  hurried in the same way as did all the others who came to him for advice. 

  Carl's loneliness flowed back over him like  a wave. He was always  happy 

  when someone came to talk  to him and he always  hoped that they would 

  stay,  but  there  was something  in  the  way that  he  responded  to  them that 

  always   caused  a   sudden   retreat  -  and   then  he   was  alone   once  more. He 

  examined his loneliness objectively. It wasn't associated with sadness, there 

  was a peacefulness instead - but it wasn't good that man should be alone. He 

  wondered why he had thought in  those biblical  terms. His solitariness had 

  never caused him to consider a helpmate.

        Peter   and   Alexei   had   become   dots   which   merged   into   the   general 

  habitation of the town. It was becoming a prosperous place and those who 

  had once lived there, in those half forgotten times before the horror, would 

  never have recognised the decaying resort for what it had now was. Pringle's 

  Head   had   become   a   small   city   and   its   population   prospered   under   the 

  benevolence of the Kingdom. It had been rebuilt and almost all signs of the 

  privation  of  previous   years   had   vanished.   The   streets  were   clean  and   the 

    technicians within the population had created a sanitation service to ensure 

  that it  remained  disease  free. Even a water supply had been  put together 

  from the remains of a shattered reservoir that had once served the shunned 

  and devastated city beyond the hills. The gardens of Pringle's Head stretched 

  for many miles, deep into the surrounding countryside. The monthly harvests 

  were abundant and the increasing population was never short.

          There were only a few these days, who made the decision to leave the 

  city.   These   were   compensated   for   by  those   who   joined   them,  who   told   of 

  other   groups   and   clans   that   survived   beyond   the   limits   of   their   city.   The 

  desire to explore to find other communities had been a red herring on the part 



  of Peter Kharkov. The other communities were there, and so, the projected 

  sea voyages by the submarines were unnecessary. Carl had known of the 

  captain's restlessness, these things were brought to his attention in a variety 

  of ways. Unlike the captain, he had no reason to resort to meetings in which 

  he   was   briefed.   A   steady   flow   of   visitors   brought   their   own   gossip   and 

  opinions. Carl had known that it could only be a matter of time before Peter 

  would look out on the ocean and long to be back in his element.

        On the face of it, Carl could see no reason why it should be prevented. 

  The time would have to come when the citizens of the Kingdom would expand 

  out   of   rustic   and   rural   pursuits   and   become  technicians   once   more.  They 

  wouldn't   always   be   farmers,   already   there   were   artisans   and   some  of   the 

  skills they had brought with them from before the Destruction, were being put 

  to use. Maybe, one day, the Kingdom would need sailors, even submariners - 

  perhaps the day had already come. The Firstling would know the right time 

  and the right place and Peter Kharkov would be stopped, if now was not the 

  right time and the right place.

        Peter Kharkov was not stopped. He was allowed to proceed. Nothing 

  stood   in   his   way   and   the   Firstling   gave   no   indication   of   his   approval   or 

  disapproval, on the occasions that he visited them. Peter scraped together a 

  crew, despite the gloomy predictions to the contrary by his brother officers, 

  but it was one crew. The Barenkov stayed within Jacob's Bay, a silent black 

  shape, as her sister ship, the Minsk, slipped her moorings early one morning 

  and headed for the open sea. Carl watched them go from the vantage point of 

  his lighthouse. Peter hadn't visited him again during the weeks of preparation 

  to get the Minsk seaworthy and restocked with supplies stripped from her in 

  the first days of the Kingdom.

        The Minsk turned south and rounded the headland separating Jacob's 



  Bay from the silent ruins of the city she had destroyed. She stayed on the 

  surface as long as she was in sight. Carl wondered if Peter would take the 

  risk to submerge. He suspected that he would, Peter Kharkov was not the 

  sort of man to stop halfway. If these were true sea trials, the Minsk would be 

  taken to the bottom.

        For a long time after they had vanished from view, Carl stared out over 

  the ocean. He had no doubt that on this occasion, Peter would return sooner 

  or later. But it wouldn't be long after that return before he would leave them 

  for  good. Carl's  loneliness  increased  at the  thought.  Peter  Kharkov was a 

  good man - a substantial man. Pringle's Head needed such men.

        The   captain   had   only   just   managed   to   get   together   the   crew   he 

  required to man one of the submarines. Theoretically, it required only one or 

  two men to take the ship to sea but after the years of inactivity, he couldn't be 

  sure of the reliability of the automatic aids that had been built into the Minsk. 

  He   needed   a   full   crew  but   had   to   be   content   with   a   few  less.   Alexei   had 

  chosen to accompany him, he was glad of that, for his original Number One 

  and   Number   Two,   had   not   been   among   the   volunteers.   Serge   Belin   had 

  fathered   two   children   in   the   previous   two   years   and   enjoyed   domesticity. 

  Boris   Arpov  had   remained  free   of  such   entanglements,   preferring  to   roam 

  around the countryside close to the city. Peter had not been sure whether the 

  erstwhile Second Officer had been absent on one of his jaunts when the call 

  for volunteers had been made, or whether he had kept well out of the way. 

  Whatever the truth was, Peter considered him to be little loss to the general 

  efficiency of the running of the ship.

        Peter scanned the lighthouse as he left the bay.  His strong glasses 

  picked up the solitary figure of Carl watching them leave. He wondered once 

  more,   why   he   had   chosen   to   ignore   Carl   during   the   preparations   for   the 



  voyage, or for that matter, why he had not invited him to join them on what 

  was supposed to be a short journey. It was as well, a fighting ship was no 

  place for civilians! The thought startled him. Why did he consider the Minsk 

  to be a fighting ship? This was the Kingdom of Peace. Did he really expect 

  trouble? 

        He   turned   south   along   the   ancient   access   to   the   port   he   had 

  devastated just over six years earlier. He found it hard to believe that it was 

  only  such   a   short  time.  An  eternity   of  events  had  taken  place  during  that 

  period. He surveyed the shoreline, quite sure that he would find no signs of 

  life. Whoever had survived within what remained of the city, had long since 

  sought refuge at Pringle's Head. 

        The distorted, skeletal ruins reminded him of those ancient cities and 

  civilisations that had once existed and which had been swallowed up in the 

  jungles from which they had once been separated. There was no jungle to 

  swallow up the remains of what had once been the capital, but time would 

  moulder  away the  shattered  remains and at the  end  of a thousand  years, 

  there would be nothing left to remind men of the time that had existed before 

  the establishment of the Kingdom of Peace.

  ‹The city had occupied a great sweep of the coast and the mouth of a 

  river, which had been the site of the docks. They had been swept away in the 

  nuclear tide he had unleashed, together with millions who had come under 

  the fury of the triple warhead strike. He felt sick in the pit of his stomach. Was 

  there really a forgiveness for people such as himself, who were responsible 

  for such crimes? It was the first time that he had accepted it as being a crime, 

  before,   it   had   always   been   his   duty   to   obey   those   who   had   given   the 

  instructions. 

        He   shared   the   bridge   with   Alexei   Chernov.   His   brother   officer   was 



    expressionless,   staring   without   the   aid   of   glasses,   at   the   shoreline.   The 

  captain   wondered   what   it   felt   like   to   be   subordinate   to   the   man  who   had 

  ordered the destruction of his ship. He thought back to the controlled anger 

  Alexei   had   shown   at   the   time   and   now,   his   fellow   captain   was   acting   as 

  Number One.

          Alexei had his own thoughts. He had watched his captain staring grim 

  faced   at  the   devastated   shore.   It  was hard  to   read   what  was  going  on  in 

  Peter's   mind   these   days.   The   restlessness   had   not   dissipated   during   the 

  gathering   of   the   crew   and   the   provisioning   of   the   ship,   rather,   it   had 

  intensified, as if the man was driven by some devil - but then, if the 'Holy Man' 

  was to be believed, all devils were supposedly cast down into a pit with their 

  master, for the duration of the thousand years.

        The tension eased as soon as the ruined city vanished astern. Peter 

  relaxed and smelt the fresh salt air and watched the foaming sea break over 

  the bows. He rode the deck, feeling muscles come back to life that had grown 

  soft from misuse. He decided to stay on the surface for a while. The time to 

  dive would come later. The same obtuse reasoning told him to stay aloft on 

  the   bridge.   He   knew   that   the   vessel   smelt   sweet   down   below   and   that 

  everything had been made shipshape, yet for some reason, he was reluctant 

  to   go   down   out   of   the   bright   sunlight   that   shimmered   off   the   decks   and 

  mountings. Perhaps he was going soft, perhaps it was the reward for an easy 

  life on the beach. 

        He took the  ship  in  as close  to the  shore  as he  dared,  receiving  a 

  monotonous recital of depth soundings from the men manning the sounders 

  below. He scanned the shoreline, especially into small coves and bays, which 

  might  prove   a   possible   site   for   settlements.   He   was  disappointed,   if   there 

  were habitations, they could be set back, up the rivers and creeks. It could 



  even  be  the  case  that  the  inhabitants  might be  hiding  from the  sight  of a 

  nuclear submarine visiting their shoreline. The time of destruction would still 

  be a very recent memory and the ship's markings, showing her origin, would 

  not have helped.

        At the end of the first day, he eased into a small bay and anchored for 

  the   night.   He   mounted   a   watch   in   the   hope   that   the   lights   of   fires   might 

  pinpoint a settlement. In this also, he was to be disappointed. Alexei objected.

        "We   are   still   to   close   to   Pringle's   Head,   Peter.   What   more   do   you 

  expect? Go south another two days and then go north if you like. When are 

  we going to dive? I thought this was supposed to be a sea trial!"

        They continued south for another three days. They did not dive. Peter 

  had an excuse ready, if Alexei had raised the subject again. The prolonged 

  time on the surface was to allow for batteries to be recharged, for the ship to 

  stabilise and for the crew to shake down into a cohesive unit. The question 

  was  not  asked  -  at  least,   not  audibly.   The   ship   made  good   speed   on  the 

  surface and a great expanse of the southern coast was explored. There were 

  no signs of settlements, or even  of lone  survivors.  It could  have  been  the 

  shoreline of a continent that had never been inhabited.

        On the fourth morning, the second objective of their voyage could no 

  longer be avoided. They had anchored close to the shore, for there was no 

  suitable   inlet   into   which   they   could   ease   for   the   night.   The   coast   was 

  becoming  increasingly  inhospitable,   giving   way to   the  shoreline   of  the   dry 

  scrub country that lay beyond the more favoured pastoral terrain close to the 

  old capital. Alexei had made the point.

        "If we found nobody in the good country, we'll find nobody here."

        The captain ordered the course to be set to the east - to the open sea. 

  It was as good a time as any to perform test dives. There could be no excuse 



  for further delay. He was expressionless as he clambered down the ladder 

  from the conning tower and re-entered the command centre through the wide 

  open doors of the decontamination chamber. Unused suits brushed against 

  him, as the ship swayed in the surface swell, suits that would never again be 

  used. He thought of the many times he had gone through decontamination 

  and  of   the  bleak  years  of   the  nuclear  winter  when   they had  sat   like  grey 

  ghosts on the surface of Jacob's Bay and had watched for hostiles on the 

  land. 

          Those  manning  the  control  room  were   silent,  concentrating  on   their 

  tasks, as he joined them. They ran on the surface for another hour. The echo 

  sounders showed that they were beyond the continental shelf. It was time to 

  go down. If the ship failed, there was no one to help them, it wouldn't matter 

  whether   they   had   ten   fathoms   under   them,   or   a   thousand.   They   would 

  implode if they kept going, or die slowly of suffocation, if they couldn't regain 

  the   surface.   Peter   couldn't   shake   off   the   feeling   of   foreboding   -   it   was 

  something Carl had said - something about the Firstling stopping them, if they 

  were doing the wrong thing. His men were waiting for the directions. Silent 

  men with serious faces, all staring at him. His voice was as thin as a reed 

  when he gave the order.

          "Prepare to dive - take her down to a hundred feet, Mr. Chernov!"


