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Аннотация
Did the Cold War really end? No matter, it's about to get hot anyway.

Espionage, subterfuge, corruption in high places and a nuclear plot are uncovered by a beautiful spy more used to shedding her clothes to discover secrets than she is of keeping them.
Will duty bind her to silence or will conscience win over?

'Stand-To' is the first book in the 'Armageddon's Song' series and it puts you in the seat of a Sea Harrier dog fighting over the Pacific, in the control room of a submarine during a torpedo attack in the Atlantic, looking down the sights of a sniper rifle on the north German Plain, and at the side of a Russian paratroop General who leads from the front.

Going beyond Clancy's 'Red Storm Rising' and Coyle's 'Team Yankee' to encompass not just a story from a US point of view but also through the eyes and deeds of the other combatants.
There are many and varied characters this book will follow, the soldiers and the spooks, the brave and the low on both sides on the conflict, and of course those just trying to survive World War 3.


Andy Farman
Stand-To


DEDICATION

Dedicated to my parents Audrey and Ted Farman who brought up three kids on a Flight Sergeants wage, taught us to appreciate the written word and encouraged us to always have a book nearby. Kenneth Grahame, Arthur Conan Doyle, Alistair MacLean and Sven Hassel all send their thanks.

Foreword

My reason for sitting down and putting pen to paper was due to a lack of good military yarns in print at that time. I felt there were too many novels that although well written were almost totally American in outlook, giving only lip service to other nations services.
There have also been too few novels of a major conflict that do not end with the wheeling out of �the secret weapon� / super-secret technology (rather similar to the manner in which Greek playwrights ended the play with the involvement of �The Gods�). I am not sure if that is an over reliance in books on the superior technology aspect that became apparent during the Gulf War, or simply a deep desire to find an ending to the story. On that note I have to admit that before I began to write I would have used the term laziness on the part of those authors but after three years of trying to write, hold down a full time job and still have a life I am not so critical. I recognise that desire to just finish and have done with. I have not invoked any Gods in this, my first effort, at writing either to inspire the words to appear or to bring it to a sudden end. The weapons within the book are existing technology at the time of writing and with one exception the performance of those weapons is documented and public domain. I was unable to find any data on the effects of nuclear weapons detonated below the sea, and as such I admit to �winging it� there. Since I began writing, the SA-80 rifle the UK forces uses has undergone some major, and very expensive, re-working. It is by no means perfect but it has improved in terms of reliability, however it hangs a large question mark over the wisdom of those politicians who ordered its original distribution and over the integrity of the senior officers who permitted it to happen.
There are several novels that used World War 3 as the stage, most memorable for me have to be Harold Coyle�s �Team Yankee�, Tom Clancy�s �Red Storm Rising� and Bob Forrest-Webb�s �Chieftains�. Bob�s book told the story from the viewpoint of the crew of a Royal Armoured Corp Chieftain tank, the only book about the British armed forces and it was superb.
This book has many viewpoints but the principle ground war in Europe is centred around a British Army infantry battalion and my reasons were that are a) I am British b) I am an ex � infantryman who served at the time the Warsaw Pact posed a very real threat.
There are heroes, heroines and villains from all sides of my fictitious global conflict and although you will pick up on my deep dislike of politicians I have even written a couple of good guys into their ranks � the laws of probability state they must exist somewhere, right?
I have never served in any navy or air force, let alone fought at sea or in the air, so please bear that in mind when you come across any errors because at the end of the day this book is only meant to be a means of harmless escapism.
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We Stood-To before the dawn, our bayonets fixed, to repel we knew not what.



CHAPTER 1

The picture was that of a city, as it would be seen from a thousand feet in the air on a clear spring day. From the shadows cast by buildings and weight of traffic in evidence it could be supposed that the time was just before the working day began. It was a large city, with its old and new buildings hinting at commerce, history and possibly a seat of government.
A wide river flowed through its centre and river traffic was evident. Bridges spanned the river; tunnels crossed beneath it and together carried roads, tracks or pedestrians. Tiny figures showed people going about their business. One could only suppose at the mood of the drivers of vehicles that moved at a slow crawl.
The picture centred over a section where vehicles disappeared into a tunnel beneath the river to reappear upon its opposite bank.
Intensely bright spears of fire eight hundred metres long suddenly spouted from each tunnel mouth before being eclipsed by a rapidly expanding flower of flame emerging from the centre of the river between both tunnel mouths. A blast wave travelling at the speed of sound preceded the awful bloom, it shredded the tall symbols of commerce, levelled the markers of history.
A cyrillic word in orange letters began to blink in the top right corner of the picture at the instant the scene froze. A window appeared and overlapped the left side of the picture listing the estimated bounds of destruction and numbers of dead and injured. The vision of Armageddon disappeared as a disc was ejected and placed into an envelope bearing the cities name and was then filed in an attach� case amongst other discs in their separate envelopes. Each envelope bore a different name and there were one hundred names.
Enroute from Moscow to Beijing: 0223hrs 20th March
At 20,000 feet above Manchuria an Aeroflot flight with only four passengers aboard flies toward the capital of the People�s Republic of China, all four wear western style business suits although the bearing of one of these passengers suggests he is most at home in uniform.
Serge Alontov, Colonel General of Spetznaz Forces, currently inactive, switched off his laptop and ensured none of the discs had come loose from their envelopes before locking and putting aside his attached case. He had come a long way since his first fire fight as a young lieutenant in the Dasht-e-Margow Mountains of Afghanistan. That war had been the first crack in the mighty armour of Soviet communism that the majority of the world had witnessed.
For years NATO had encamped itself in the then 'West Germany' facing the combined forces of the Warsaw Pact known as the Red Army. It is historical fact that NATO had been greatly outnumbered on land, sea and air but the West had striven to maintain a status quo in arms by fielding ever more technically superior equipment, quality versus quantity. Had the Soviet Union remained reliant on its winning formula of weight of numbers instead of bankrupting itself attempting to match the West's technology, then Alontov knew with all his being that the Red Army would have triumphed because after all at a sixty to one advantage in armour, quantity has a quality all of its own.
Alontov was a patriot from a long line of loyal patriotic soldiers of the state whether Czarist or post-revolutionary, both his grandfathers had fought in the great patriotic war against Nazi Germany. His maternal grandfather had first battled Luftwaffe Messerschmitt Bf 109s from the open cockpit of a WW1 era biplane in the opening days of Germanys 'Operation Barbarosa' and barely escaped with his life. Later in the war he had risen to command a squadron of Yak-1 fighters before disappearing forever over the vast forest reaches of the Ukraine with two Fw 190s on his tail and thick oily smoke streaming from beneath his faltering engines cowling.
Alontov's paternal grandfather had been more fortunate, and young Serge had sat silently in awe on the floor near the log fire as his grandfather, and not so young old comrades retold one another of their journey from Moscow to Berlin, the battles fought and friends lost along the way.
Young Serge never tired of listening to those tales on the long winter nights as the old warriors drank their vodka.
Alontov turned his head to regard his travelling companions, ten years from conception, a germ of an idea with no hope of official sanction to this, the eve of the rebirth of the Soviet Union. The four of them would seal the bargain made with their one-time bitter enemies and rivals for communist domination of the planet. None of the passengers would ever claim to be true communists; it was the regime rather than the politics that brought their Mother Russia its greatness. Corrupt, inept and flawed leadership that lacked foresight had brought the downfall of their beloved country from its place as equal first with America in the world order, to the humiliation of begging for hand-outs from those same Americans in order to feed its people. All that would change very soon now, from Alaska on the continental United States, to the English Channel and from the North Cape of Norway as far south as Gibraltar would become the new Soviet Union. If the Europeans needed persuading then the British Isles would be left a glowing cinder in the North Sea for a hundred years by way of example.
Alontov glanced along the aisle as the elder of the four; Anatoly Peridenko came into view. Making his way from the cabin crew station where he had been doing his lecherous best to persuade a striking blonde from St Petersburg of the career advantages in visiting his dacha. Peridenko ignored his own seat and sat down unbidden beside Alontov. Serge resisted the urge to lean slightly away from his fellow countryman; the former KGB chief had the knack of making one want to wash by the mere act of entering the same room. Alontov was no guileless romantic with fluff still on his chin, as a professional soldier he accepted that whenever possible his job was to engage his countries enemies without warning, but he would not shirk from the frontal assault against a prepared defence if the situation demanded it. Peridenko on the other hand was the archetypal 'snake in the grass', he would never contemplate confronting an enemy face to face, and it would always be from behind as they slept and then only after he had persuaded them he was a friend. Peridenko half turned in the seat to regard Alontov, he was aware of the others distaste of him but it mattered to him not a jot; as long as he was respected then he cared nothing for the emotions that engendered that respect.
"Have you had chance to study the latest intelligence predictions?" Alontov sighed to himself before replying
"Anatoly Peridenko, history itself gave coinage to the phrase 'a plan never survives first contact with the enemy'. You expend valuable time and resources attempting to guess at the West's moves on Day plus 9 when we have not yet gathered all the required pieces for our own opening gambit. I would much rather those same resources concentrate greater effort on assuring Day 1 happens as planned and less time gazing into teacups willing the future to appear.". Without any sign of concern over the censure Peridenko pressed the seat button to summon a flight attendant before replying. "Provided the assets we are certain of and the Chinese act as promised, the West and Asiatic governments will be too stunned and afraid to coordinate an effective response". He inclined his head away to admire the form of the approaching blonde attendant
"Do you think she is a natural blonde Serge?" he mused without expecting any reply.
Forestry Block B, Sennybridge Training Area, Brecon, Wales: Same time
A gentle wind, moving through the branches of tall Pine trees, has a way of making people relax. If the experience could be had on prescription, pharmaceutical companies would go out of business. Abroad this night in the heavily forested blocks at the western side of Sennybridge training area in Wales, are groups of men with no time nor inclination to stop to hug the rough trunks or otherwise �find themselves�.
Moving very slowly along a firebreak between tall pine trees are one such group, six figures well spread out and burdened down with full fighting order webbing and Bergen�s on their backs. Apart from the rear man who held an LSW, Light Support Weapon, the remainder was armed with SA80 assault rifles. Two more figures are knelt off to the side of their line of march, watching the proceedings through small light intensifiers. Although one wears the same two-tone camouflage cream on exposed skin surfaces and DPM, disruptive pattern material, combat jacket, trousers and boots. His only burdens are the tactical radio on his back, night sight and the white armbands that denote 'Umpire' on tactical exercises and a DS, 'Director of Students', on training courses in the British Army. The six soldiers he is 'Dee Essing' are all would-be infantry section commanders from various infantry regiments undergoing eighteen weeks of organised discomfort, physical and mental pressure, plus good old-fashioned general embuggerance to sort out the leaders from the led. In 'soldier speak' this course is known as 'Junior Brecon', viewed with trepidation by those yet to undergo it and pride by those who pass it and describe themselves as 'Brecon trained' to lesser martial mortals. Company Sergeant Major Colin Probert was accompanied by a young man clad in a camouflage uniform of a different style. Senior Lieutenant of Paratroops Nikoli Bordenko was his given name and title, although he was called something very different by the Brits, was quite enjoying his attachment to the British Army�s School of Infantry. In all, thirty soldiers, sailors and airmen from his homeland were at this moment �seeing how the other half lived�, with NATO armies. Nikoli considered himself fortunate to have been chosen, although ideally he would have preferred an American facility. Should that have transpired he would have found some way of visiting California and discover if it were true that residents of that State lived at the beach, were independently wealthy, wore only revealing designer clothes in the dubbed versions of �The OC� he had once watched with interest. As it was, the local Welsh girls may have lacked suntans and Ferrari�s but their natural looks and sense of fun had charmed his trousers off, in fact all his clothes off, on two occasions thus far. Outings to the unpronounceable Tafarn-y-Cwm Inn and Abercamlais Arms would have been more memorable had he not imbibed quite so much of the local ale.
The dark eyed, good-looking Russian Paratrooper with his lilting accent had proved to be a magnet to the local girls.
Nikoli had become known by all the instructors and staff as �The Fanny Magnet from Moscow� which quickly became more simply �Fanny M�.
CSM Probert checked that the radio was on 'whisper' mode, adjusted the hands-free �mike� in front of his mouth and depressed the harness switch on his chest.
"You there, Oz?" tucked in to a tall patch of ferns Stevie Osgood the only other Coldstream Guardsman amongst the instructors of the School of Infantry, was 'DS' for tonight's opposition. Thirty-seven would-be platoon sergeants undergoing 'Senior Brecon' dug into the hard rocky ground a few hundred yards from the military road junction known as Dixie's Corner.
"No, I'm getting a BJ down the town� 'Course I'm here". Colin grinned into the mike, "They should be hitting the first trip flare in the next 5 minutes". Earlier Oz had supervised the placement of several trip flares along the planned route Colin's recce patrol would take. Normally the placement of trip flares so far out from a position would only be done for planned ambushes on likely approaches, but the ambushers would manually trigger those. This morning however it was to see if the students were switched on. They were expected to find the first wire stretched across the firebreak where it met a track, but Oz had not attached a flare pot to it, the flare was on the end of a second trip wire placed 12" behind and 6" lower than the first.
The lead man held his SA80 rifle by the pistol grip with the stock resting on his left arm, which was extended and a long thin twig grasped lightly between his middle and forefingers near the thick end. He moved slowly forwards moving his left arm side to side. If a trip wire were laid across his path even obliquely then he would feel the twig touch against it. At that point the patrol would stop and very quietly take up prone firing positions covering assigned arcs whilst the patrol commander decided how best to proceed, follow the wire to the flare pot and make it safe with a matchstick through the safety pin aperture? Or merely have another patrol member and the lead man hold a rifle by its muzzle and butt lengthways a couple of inches above the wire whilst the patrol high stepped over in safety to take up all round defence on the far side. If the young lance corporal leading tonight's reconnaissance, or 'recce' patrol had his 'sneaky head' on then he would check for anything untoward on the far side of the wire. If he didn't then it was going to get very noisy pretty bleeding swiftly thought Colin because the first man over would step directly onto the second trip wire.
On detecting the trip wire the lead man stopped and raised his rifle one handed up and away from his body in a signal to 'Stop', the man behind repeated the signal and added 'Down' with his other. The signal passed man to man until quietly groaning under their 70lb loads they sank to the ground facing outwards with Tail-End-Charlie covering the '6'. Colin cannot help but grin maliciously, when he was a recruit the dress for recce's was very different, combat cap, elastic bands around legs and sleeves preventing baggy clothes brushing against undergrowth. No webbing or bulky equipment, just a toggle rope around the waist to assist in crossing obstacles and a couple of spare 'mags' in separate breast pockets. It made for ease of movement until one day someone woke up to the fact that in a manoeuvre war there was no guarantee that your unit would still be were you left it. By the time you got back they could be miles away and you could be behind enemy lines. These days you take all of your kit, ammunition, rations, spare clothing, luxuries and essentials. Brecon teaches "Survive out of your smock, fight out of your webbing and administrate from your Bergen". In the voluminous pockets of the soldiers camouflage smocks are carried as much food as possible navigation aids, along with tobacco tin size first aid and escape kits. Every soldier on the course had enough experience of field cuisine to be carrying their own supply of curry powder about their person, to inject flavour into an otherwise bland, though nutritious fare.
Wives and industrious bachelors had sown black knicker elastic onto smocks and trousers, facilitating the easy addition of foliage to ones attempted invisibility act. Those more competent with needle and thread also had sown into their trouser and boot seams, short sections of hacksaw blades to facilitate escape and evasion. Ironic how these men�s chances of survival could stand or fall on the simple ability to master a so-called �girlie� skill.
Webbing contains ammunition, smoke and fragmentation grenades (inside of pouches rather than Hollywood style) and water. A �Noddy suit� or Nuclear Biological and Chemical warfare suit, plus a respirator are attached. Also within the pouches were small folding solid fuel stoves with fuel �tabs�, storm matches, cleaning kits and folding entrenching tools. The soldiers here also wore old privately acquired�58 pattern �bum rolls� clipped to their PLCE webbing, containing a poncho for shelter and �bungee cords�, (the elasticated hooks used to attach recalcitrant children to the roof racks of cars) small ground spikes and a narrow folding, privately acquired saw. It is far quieter to saw away foliage for camouflage and branches for construction, than to noisily hack away with issue machetes and pangas. Avoiding unwanted attention equals living longer.
Most also wore non-regulation fighting knives, because the Army does not have any regulation ones in the inventory to issue anyway, in varying positions of preference. The main use being that of construction and the cutting of turf for camouflage, rather than hand-to-hand combat. Should it come to hand to hand most would choose the folding picks and shovels as far more suited to close-in mayhem than Mr Bowies famous invention. However, despite all man�s inventions, all his high tech machines of war, the only guaranteed, quiet way, to take out a sentry was still a sharp, narrow bladed object, piercing the throat just above or below the Adams Apple. So knives are still carried. Furthermore, until tanks or aircraft carriers are built that can tippy-toe unobtrusively up behind an alert man to deliver that blow, the infantrymen will continue to train in how it is done.
The knives also contained within their handles, small compasses, and lines for snares and fishing plus hooks. Illegal Dexedrine pep pills, antibiotics, water purification, or �puri tabs� and fire lighting flints. The Bergen holds spare clothing, sock�s, an arctic standard sleeping bag, Gore-Tex �bivi� bag, foam sleeping mat, washing and shaving kit and extra rations for up to three days are in the main body of the Bergen. Detachable side pouches with individual carrying straps hold a claymore mine, extra water, a trip flare and picquet stakes (which also doubled as corner posts for the soldiers� shelter). More rifle ammunition, �Shermulee� para-illumination tubes, spare batteries for electrical kit and an IPK, Individual Protection Kit, for constructing overhead protection in trenches. Had a mortar section been attached to these troops then an additional load of 81mm mortar rounds would have been crammed in adding to their loads. When it 'goes tits up', the 'shit-hits-the-fan' or 'it all goes pear shaped', (soldier speak for a Bad Day in anyone�s language), the squaddies hit the Bergen�s quick release buckles, grab the side pouches, abandoning the luxuries, and fight. If it�s not possible to later retrieve their main packs then that�s just tough.
The man with the 'command appointment' for the patrol was a good-looking Scot from 1st Battalion Scots Guards. So impressed were his platoon and company commanders back home at his battalion that after barely 18 months as a L/Cpl, Andy Cameron had kissed his wife of six months on the lips and hopped aboard a Brecon bound 4 tonner. He'd told her he'd ring each Friday unless out in the 'Ulu', any place that civilisation wasn't, in soldier' terms. Cameron had breezed his battalion's five-week Pre- Brecon 'toughener', designed to bring his fitness level up and ensure he could read a map amongst other infantry skills. Thus far Cameron had done quite well on this course and CSM Probert had his fingers crossed he wouldn't get cocky.
Colin Probert watched closely as he joined the lead man. Cameron was smart enough to know it for what it was and didn't waste time pissing about. From a smock pocket he produced a small canister and Colin heard a brief hiss of compressed air followed by some cautious movements by Cameron and then the Patrol was up and continuing on its way. Colin and Nikoli moved up and quickly scanned the ground; Cameron had used a can of 'Crazy String', squirted along the track so that the string had draped itself over both trip wires. With the positions of the wires indicated it had taken moments to discover the first was a dummy and cut both wires after disarming the pot on the second. Of the many maxims� that Brecon spawned, the patrol members had displayed two aplenty.
�Sod the manual, if it works � do it� and
�If its practical� wear it�.
If the non-issue additions to their personal kit had been examined then a third would have been apparent,
�Anyone can be uncomfortable�.
Colin made a few notes on his 'crit sheet' before stuffing it into his smock, Nikoli smiled in approval at the embryo leaders methods and both men followed on behind the patrol.
SE London, England. 0423hrs BST 20th March
Close to Tower Bridge is an area beloved of filmmakers the world over. The old Victorian era warehouses and narrow cobbled streets provide the perfect setting for Dickensian dramas and period pieces. The area had become quite run down after the chief occupants, brewers for the most, moved on to more modern premises in the 70�s. During the Yuppie years of the mid 80's the warehouses came into vogue as trendy residences for the rich and architects had made a bundle converting them. As is often the case in London the 'rich' live close by to the 'not so rich'. The area known as Shad Thames is just a short distance across Tooley Street from one such region.
Jubi Asejoke had come to the UK from Africa at the age of seven with his parents on a visitor�s visa for an alleged family wedding. The Asejoke's had left Heathrow Airport and dropped out of official sight for eight years until Asejoke senior had been caught attempting to transfer �12,000 from someone else's account to another he had set up under a bogus name. His son had stolen the chequebook and bankcard he was using in a street robbery the day before. Somehow the righteous indignation poured out by Asejoke (Snr) to the two uniformed 'Bobbies' who had first blocked his way out of the bank had fallen on deaf ears. He had been taken to a side office whilst bank staff brought them the evidence of the attempted fraud that had prompted them to call the Police. Mr Asejoke changed tack and swore to them on the lives of his wife and children that as a good Muslim he would never commit the sin of fraud. Both Constables were unmoved by the outpourings of religious fervour and so he had played the trump card that worked so well before against the white middle class citizenry of modern day England � he accused them in a loud voice of being Racists and implored whoever may have been listening beyond the closed office door to rescue him. It had worked for him before, but then he had not previously tried it on Police Officers who had heard it used too often. Mr and Mrs Asejoke found themselves on a flight back to whence they had come eight years before. The Unemployment Benefits office ceased issuing Giro payments to the twelve names the Asejoke's had been claiming under and it seized the detached house, contents, and two Mercedes saloons the Asejoke's had acquired without ever having done a day�s work in England.
Jubi had attended a state school in Camberwell where street cred was everything amongst his peers; academic excellence scored no marks. Jubi preferred to be called by his 'tag', Striker, he was into car crime by eleven, burglary by twelve and had used a knife to commit his first mugging a week before his thirteenth birthday. In a school of 'Bad boys' striving to be badder than anyone else Jubi had reasoned that by impaling his 50 year old Geography teachers right hand to her desks top with a hunting knife he would be respected by his peers. Jubi had avoided arrest until the day he stabbed Elizabeth Reynolds, and as such the bleeding hearts and social workers convinced a barely caring Crown Prosecution Service that Jubi was a victim of a society that had failed him. Jubi had openly mocked the Magistrates as they gave him Community Service to perform as atonement. The miserly sum awarded Mrs Reynolds by the Criminal Injuries Compensation Board had been as insulting as the two fingers waved in her face by Jubi as he had left the courtroom to join his entourage beyond its doors at Camberwell Youth Court. Elizabeth Reynolds never regained full use of the hand and was forced to leave the teaching profession. Not only was she unable to face loud aggressive young people in classrooms anymore, she grew increasingly afraid to leave her home. Unemployed and unable to gain fresh employment Elizabeth's savings dwindled away. She would die of an overdose after her home was repossessed two years later.
Jubi wasn't home when the law caught up with his parents. The Police attempted to compensate for the courts failings and had marked young Jubi's card for him, and they go out of their way to ruin the days of the Jubi's of this world.
Since the court case Jubi was stopped and searched increasingly by officers who showed inventiveness in their grounds for doing so. One day Jubi had a bag containing ten rocks of crack hidden in his underpants, �180 from the sale of rocks at school that morning and a mobile phone he had stolen by means of a mugging the previous week were also on him. He had a girl with him and was feeling good until the Police carrier pulled up alongside him. When the Territorial Support Group officers told him to turn out his pockets he felt he was being slighted in front of the girl he wanted to impress. School mates and others he knew were nearby and watching the proceedings with interest. Jubi felt their eyes on him and indignation welled, he felt he deserved respect without ever having to show it to others. These officers were 'dissing him' and in order to regain face he lashed out with the fourth item he should not have had, another hunting knife.
Jubi appeared in court the next day charged with 'Peewits', Possession with Intent to Supply Class A Drugs, Possession of a Point or Blade, Assault with Intent and for good measure, breaching his Community Service Order of which he had not worked off a single hour. Jubi felt hard done by and his posture showed it, his lip was swollen where it had been split and his right bicep was heavily bruised from the baton strike that caused him to drop the knife. At 15 he was as big as most 18 year olds, he was the one who usually did the hitting and being on the receiving end was an unfamiliar experience. An officer had caught him by the wrist of his knife arm with one gloved fist and followed up with the other a fraction of a second later punching him squarely in the mouth. Almost simultaneously the snap of an 'Asp' extending had preceded the solid blow to his upper arm by a second officer wielding it. The arresting officer was sat at the back of the Court and took great satisfaction in knowing that by the time Jubi returned on bail for his second appearance he would have been identified by the mobile phones owner and further charged with the knifepoint robbery of it.
However, Jubi wasn't in Court a week later, the dealer he worked for wanted �500 from him, not excuses. The Police were set to put him away in Feltham Young Offenders Institute, so he did a runner. Two days later the Police who a few hours� later carried out a S.18 search under PACE, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act arrested his Father. They had done the same after Jubi's arrest but PACE had only allowed them access to Jubi's bedroom, now though they had the run of the house and the fraudulent activities of the parents became apparent. Mrs Asejoke joined her husband in custody at Southwark Police Station.
On this March morning Jubi was in Shad Thames looking for the opportunity to steal. Ideally he wanted an expensive car, he knew someone who would 'ring it', change its identity, he would be able to pay off 'Jasper' the �500 plus the 'interest' he knew Jasper would levy and regain the street cred he had lost. If the chance presented itself to have some rich white pussy he'd take that too.
Jubi was behind a wheelie bin he had rolled next to the automatic doors of an underground garage. It was a Sunday morning and he was banking on late party goers returning. Directly across the road was another garage entrance and Jubi thought himself quite the wily criminal, it doubled his chances of getting into a garage before the automatic door closed behind the car it had admitted. After a number of false starts, where cars had approached but driven on by, a gleaming silver BMW Z5 Roadster stopped at the entrance beside the wheelie bin and Jubi heard the garage door roll up. Once the car entered so did Jubi, keeping low and scuttling out of sight, he saw the Roadster driver in profile as it headed toward the ramp leading to the sub level. The face framed by the shining rich auburn locks was beautiful, well made up and spoke of money and privilege to Jubi, and he resented it. It never occurred to him that what she had may have been earned by someone who had studied and in turn put that learning to good use, but as it happens that was not entirely the case.
Svetlana Vorsoff steered the car into the sub-basement bay that corresponded to the number she had been given by email, locked the car and after setting its alarm she unobtrusively assured herself she was unobserved and crouched, reaching under the car below the driver�s door. From his hiding place beneath an expensive Shogun 4x4 Jubi heard a faint metallic 'thunk' as the small box Svetlana had held attached itself to the underside by a magnet. Jubi watched with lustful eyes as Svetlana straightened, from head to toe she was elegantly and expensively clothed but it was the figure beneath the designer form hugging little black dress that held his interest. He allowed a fantasy to distract him in which he could see her naked and sweating beneath him, begging him to let her be his whore whilst in the throes of yet another orgasm he'd provided. So lost in this vision was Jubi that the sound of another cars engine starting made him jump, and he could only watch as the object of that fantasy drove away in another car.
Turning back into Tooley Street Svetlana drove east keeping conscientiously five miles above the speed limit. Police out at this hour would have an eye out for those motorists who had too much to drink. The school she had attended after being recruited from University in Moscow had taught many things about the west, some were common sense whilst others required an adjustment in thinking. Putting yourself in the place of those you wished to avoid or deceive was a fairly easy task; she had not had any alcohol that night but had no wish drawing attention to herself. A drink driver would be driving both far too fast and erratically or determinedly sticking to the speed limit knowing they were 'over the top'. Svetlana chose the middle ground and turned left driving through the Rotherhithe tunnel beneath the river Thames. The old narrow tunnel would make for a very tight schedule for whatever was planned by her masters, cameras in the tunnel were their precisely for the purpose of spotting traffic related problems and the Metropolitan Police Traffic Division would have a motorcycle on scene within minutes. As she drove up the incline into North London she checked for notices warning motorists of planned works, as with the Southern approach to the tunnel there were no notice boards in evidence.
Back in the private residents� car park Jubi had found the Roadsters car keys inside the magnetized box the girl had planted. He was jubilant that he did not need to 'barrel' the ignition. His only regret was that the time of day meant he could not drive to his school and strut about in front of the others. He would have spun a story about buying it, hinting at drug money. Jubi wanted a car like this, a 'gangsta' rap record in the charts, a girl pop star in his bed, automatic weapons and several 'bitches' earning him regular money, just your everyday teenage dream.
Arriving at her Kensington flat Svetlana powered up her computer and selected a classical music CD that she placed in the drive before carefully removing her hand made Italian shoes and unpeeling like a second skin the Emilio Pucci sheath dress to stand naked but for sheer black hold-up stockings.
The dress, like her looks, was a tool of her trade. Lingerie would have been visible through the �2000 garment and spoilt the desired effect had she been stopped by the police.
As the music began sounding through the speakers either side of her PCs base unit, Svetlana leaned across the keyboard and carefully placed fingers over three separate keys, and paused, letting the music flow forth. If anyone else had been present they would have observed an exquisitely formed young woman in her mid-twenties, clad only in stockings and whose tan lines and full Brazilian showed a preference for G-strings as beach wear. The gleam of Chinese gold at her nether region where a stud pierced a particularly sensitive item, and a pair of tattooed dogs paws on her right buttock gave hint of a somewhat kinky vein running beneath that chic and elegant surface.
Apparently overtaken by the strains of Bizet�s Farandole from �L�Arlesienne� and frozen in some Pre Raphaelesque pose, Svetlana closed her eyes as she listened. Thirty-nine seconds into the piece she depressed all three keys simultaneously before logging online. With the anti-tamper software thus neutralised and therefore no chance of the powerful electromagnets incorporated in the speakers from being activated and frying the hard drive, the auburn locks bouncing on her shoulders and tattooed buttocks as she strode elegantly on thick piled carpets through the flat to the shower.
Half an hour later and dressed in a Terry robe, Svetlana towelled her hair whilst checking her email. She quickly decided she had no use for a penis extension, was unlikely to ever buy Viagra online and the ambiguously entitled�re:- what you said', from YngTeenGrl@biffmedeep.com was undoubtedly trash mail. She consigned those emails to the 'waste bin'. The remaining two messages were from work colleagues at the bank who had no idea what �Christina Carlisle�s� real job, or name, was. She read the gossip from one, pressing 'send' on a suitable response and accepted a party invitation from the second. Ejecting Mozart she replaced it with a disc containing a high encryption program that enabled messages to be encoded using a high tech version of the 'pre chip age' one-time pads. Messages could not be composed for later transmission; a hidden signal was transmitted over the Internet identifying the particular code settings in use to the receiving station. Non-standard hardware within the machine prevented the same settings being used twice. Typing quickly she confirmed collection of the car from the short stay car park at Manchester�s Ringway Airport and receipt of a large aluminium suitcase from a seaman in Liverpool. She did not add that she had been unable to lift it into the car without his assistance though. Finally she added the result of the reconnaissance.
Tired after many hours� driving Svetlana logged off and after concealing the disc she retired to bed.
Politburo offices, Beijing. 0900hrs GMT 21st March
Whilst the remainder of the planet acknowledged the dangers of smoking, that particular message had not yet reached the halls of power in such places as the People�s Republic of China. A blue grey layer of cigarette smoke hung above the dimly lit room�s occupants, it undulated like a liquid surface, reacting to the movements of the occupants and temperature changes. Smoke hazed the interior; sunlight streaming through the narrow floor to ceiling windows was highlighted by the smoke and almost gave the setting a solemn Cathedral like atmosphere, almost.
Colonel General Serge Alontov waited until the expert on current Western European political trends and his interpreter had finished his presentation and regained their seats before standing himself. Bowing first to Premier Chiu at the head of the long table he addressed the gathering in excellent, though slightly accented Mandarin. �Comrades, past conflicts in interests had a negative effect on the ambitions of our two countries in spreading true communism to the world. In effect, the West was able to relax somewhat when we two were at our most powerful militarily. They knew that the threat we posed was negated by we ourselves. They knew that whilst the People�s Republic of China and the Soviet Socialist Republic held cocked guns to one another�s temples over our back garden�s fence, we could not afford to look away and extend our own front lawns�. There were some smiles at the analogy and others nodded sagely, he paused for a moment before continuing
�And what has happened since that threat passed?� with a raised questioning eyebrow he regarded the Politburo members before answering his own question. �They have fallen over themselves in the rush to sell us refrigerators and pop videos. Their own armed forces, which had steadfastly held themselves ready to fight a war of attrition, a war the like of which the world had never seen before, were abandoned�. He nodded to a technician and a huge digital screen at the far end of the room lit up.
�The Arms reduction treaty between what was the Russian Federation after devolvement of the Warsaw Pact, and the West, have little bearing on today�. On the screen, footage was shown of NATO army�s tanks being destroyed in front of Russian military observers. Lines of United States tactical and strategic warplanes in the Nevada desert, laid out in rows to enable counting by Russian surveillance satellites. US Navy �Boomers�, the ballistic missile submarines being stripped of offensive hardware and mothballed, or decommissioned. �They have dispensed with all but the minimum of protection, and in that they are begrudging. The British Army of the Rhine, for example, its disbanded regular unit�s equipment was to be used in upgrading poorly equipped reservist forces of their own country. Instead it was sold to third world countries. Not content with that, their Territorial Army armoured units were stripped of what little armour they did possess, none of it heavy and also sold. These units were re-equipped with �Multi-role combat vehicles�. In reality, Jeeps with a machine gun stuck on them, gentlemen!� The laughter that statement provoked was derisory.
�The minefields and tank traps we both laid at the border of East and Western Europe has gone. NATOs nearest tactical nuclear weapon to that border is in the county of Wiltshire in England. There are no more warriors in the West�s governments. America�s president is a drunken playboy in the pay of big business concerns. The premier of France is financially corrupt; the Italian is obsessed with teenage prostitutes and Britain�s premier, who felt himself too good to wear his countries uniform as a young man, does not shirk at sending those that do wear it into harm�s way, in order to play at being a world statesman�. Alontov spat out that last word with contempt. Although the NATO army�s had always been �the enemy� he empathised with their servicemen and respected their abilities, to do otherwise would have been foolish. He had spent an enjoyable two years as a military attach� to the embassy in London in the mid 1980�s. The British Army had described itself then, with some justification, as the best-trained and worst equipped army in the world. Posing as a tourist he had at times visited pubs frequented by soldiers, sailors and airmen of that country, in main the fighting core of which, with their varying levels of education, joined willingly from the council estates of the United Kingdom. All had been committed to holding the line, whilst not prepared to wager on the outcome had the Red Army rolled westward.
A later assignment to the United States, on that occasion as an �illegal�, had given him a similar opinion of that nations fighting men and women. Louder and more brash than their cousins �across the pond�, as they termed the Atlantic Ocean. They had nonetheless convinced him that a war against a NATO back then, would have been a hard fight.
�Comrades, moving into position now are one hundred, small, tactical thermonuclear weapons. Although too small to be �city killers� those that are targeted against such will tear the hearts out of them. If you will turn your attention back to the screen you will observe the effects of one device against the city of San Francisco in the United States of America�.
When formulating their plans it had been decided that as �A picture paints a thousand words� a high tech demonstration would assist in swaying the sceptics.
�For operational security purposes each scenario, including the one you are about to view, have been hidden in plain sight within a seeming innocent computer game demo, so please bear with us. The effects and end result are scientifically correct� but I think we can promise that the game will not be available in the shops by Christmas.� He added with a wry smile.
A number of independent computer game designers had been first examined for feasibility purposes and then dismissed. Eventually a young effervescent redhead had been the final choice. Anatoly Peridenko, former KGB head under the final government of the old CCCP, was in charge of security for the project and found her at Caltech. After her graduation from that noted centre of learning she had been hired by a front company and brought to Moscow. Alicia O�Connor gave lie to the myth of all �shed heads� being Geeks. From her flashing green fourth generation Irish American eyes to the tip of her toes she looked out of place at a workstation. Alicia had thought she was employed by an embryo Russian game company attempting to crack the virtual reality game market. There had been nothing to cause her to question her employer�s motives in wanting only what were in effect 100 doomsday scenes of technically correct real life locations. She had been convinced by handlers that they were necessary in generating interest by financial backers in order to obtain the funds needed to produce an ass kicking game product. Posing as the �Silent partners�, Alontov and Peridenko had been present in the bogus boardroom when she had presented the completed project. On that occasion the city had been Sydney, Australia. The two conspirators had looked at one another as the end credits scrolled up on the screen. Scepticism had been present in both pairs of eyes, which was until the vivacious Miss O�Connor had taken the floor.
�Too flashy� Serge had said in flawless English. Alicia had given him a considering glance before asking
�Too flashy for whom, exactly?� He considered the security aspects of his reply before deciding it was a minimal risk.
�Our intended financiers are Chinese�.
She had shrugged and stated.
�Don�t you think it would appeal to their sense of the dramatic?� Peridenko had burst out with a guffaw of laughter, soon joined by Serge despite himself. All he could think of were the wasted months on this project because this pretty, young American �beach bunny� thought inscrutable Oriental�s could be dramatic! Thinking back to that day Alontov could clearly remember the lovely Miss O�Connor sitting totally unfazed by these two men laughing at her best efforts.
Both men had calmed down enough to dab handkerchiefs at eyes damp with mirth when she then stated quite simply
�Those guys probably invented the theatre, they sure as fuck invented gunpowder and fireworks� .of course they know dramatic�. Both men had frozen in place; two pairs of eyes fixed on her smugly smiling face.
Sold to the guys in the black hats!
Here in the Politburo offices, Miss O�Connor's handiwork began with the approach to the planet from behind earth�s moon. It was not to Alontov�s down to earth soldiers taste but it was not for his benefit anyway. Skimming the Moon�s surface the viewer approached the Earth at dazzling speed. The largely blue planet filled the screen before the viewers were plunged through clouds and there before them lay the Californian coastline with the entrance to San Francisco Bay rapidly approaching at its centre. Swooping under the Golden Gate Bridge, passing over the carrier USS John F Kennedy as she steamed toward her waiting escorts and the Pacific Ocean, her flight deck bare of the combat aircraft, which would fly on once she, was at sea. A Coast Guard cutter escorting her on the way out of the bay.
The viewers were sped East past Marina and Fort Manson. A hard right turn South over Fisherman�s Wharf actually had at least one elderly Politburo member grasps at the table�s edge for support. Alontov saw the head of Marshal Lo Chang, commander of the People�s Liberation Army turn to regard him with the ghost of a smile hovering at the corners of his mouth, and a look that said it all.
�Is this showmanship really necessary?�.
Alontov canted his head slightly to one side shrugging a resigned �Yeah, well� by way of apology.
Over-flying the city, the viewers were swept southwards with Nob Hill and Union Square close by their flight path.
Serge had to allow that the quality of the virtual scenery was awesome. Pedestrians and traffic cast their own shadows, light reflected from windows and pools and smog tinged the horizon a light tinge of brown. A CNN �eye in the sky� helicopter and SFPDs �Sky One� hovered above some drama unfolding on the ground. Even birds took to the air in fright at their approach.
The Minister for Cultural Affairs nudged his neighbour, pointing to the left of the screen and exclaiming animatedly that a distant relative lived just over there, in China Town and with that an alarm bell rang inside Alontov�s head. He berated himself for not spotting that potentially damaging item. During the choosing of a scenario to convince the Chinese the effectiveness of their plan, they had overlooked the presence of that large enclave, housing as it did the numerous Chinese residents of that city. He noticed several politburo heads turn to regard him with suspicion; he could almost read their thoughts,
�Are the Russians subconsciously indicating the ease with which they would kill Chinese?� However, the die was cast and Serge determined to cross that particular hurdle in all good time, there was nothing he could do about it now. The viewers were now approaching Route 101 and the course adjusted to follow the raised Highway toward San Francisco International. Small shapes of aircraft, taking off and landing, grew larger and more defined as the scene raced southwards. The complex, spaghetti-like elevated junction with Route 280 flashed beneath, followed by the off ramp to Bayview. On passing the hill which was Bayview Park the view ahead suddenly shot skywards, passing back through the clouds but decelerating rapidly and emulating a craft performing an Immelman turn, the view rotated sickeningly to the left until facing back earthwards. Dropping once more through the clouds the viewer�s found themselves heading directly for the northbound traffic lanes on the Highway. Vehicles could be clearly seen travelling at their varied speeds, some changing lanes. The viewers all came to realise that they appeared to be approaching one vehicle singled out from the remainder, a bright red pickup truck. When it was close enough that the bed of the truck almost filled the screen, everyone in the room could clearly see a large aluminium suitcase with a large, ostentatiously obvious �Ban the Bomb� sticker upon it, the pickup then dropped away as the view seemingly gained altitude. Keeping the pick-up in the centre of the screen the viewers reached and maintained an altitude comparable with 1000ft �. The red pickup continued upon its journey for several miles, with it the viewers retraced their steps back past the Route 280 junction. The red vehicle motored on. Passing between the impressive San Francisco Hospital and Potrero Hill it swung west and appeared to be aiming for the off ramp at Dubose and Mission when the two-kiloton device in a Cobalt sleeve to produce a �dirty� explosion, detonated.
Every person in the room, including the Russians who had all seen this scenario and others several times before, reacted to the light which flash covered the screen. No digital simulation could hope to imitate even the effect of an ordinary common or garden flash bulb, certainly not the instantaneous photonic release of a hundred suns. However, the talented O�Connor had created enough of a pixel whiteout, and then its reversal, revealing a convincing enough nuclear fireball to have all comers jump in their seats. Expanding to approximately 700m in diameter it would have attained, briefly, a temperature of about 10,000,000� centigrade, it would flash vaporise all metal and of course flesh to a distance of 1000 ft. As far away as 16th and Valencia to the south, and north to Market and Van Ness every single brick, steel girder, vehicle, man, woman and child would either vanish in a cloud of heat and ions or as pulverised dust, to be sucked up into the atmosphere and scattered as highly irradiated particles downwind. Iron and steel for a further 300m would simply melt in place. On screen the effects decreased progressively with distance, but a mile away in Buena Vista Park, real sunbathers would have received instantaneous first-degree burns. It would be explained later, to those who did not already know, that such a bomb would only expend about 33�% of its energy in radiated heat.
The remaining energy expenditure would be in heavy Gamma ray, Alpha and Beta ray radiation to a lesser degree but the bulk would be heat-generated blast.
A frighteningly realistic simulation of the first had played out in about one second of virtual real-time onscreen. However, the hammer blow dealt the city by the 670 mile an hour blast wave charged with debris made even the soldiers amongst the audience blanche. As far away as City Hall, state of the art earthquake proof buildings were shown torn asunder by an element not catered for in their design. Lesser structures were simply erased from the face of the planet, the materials of their make-up joining the hail of near-supersonic shrapnel. The images of the Bell Jet Ranger helicopters of San Francisco Police Department and CNN had at first become tiny twins of the nuclear fireball. Every single item in their construction, from fuel to the very aluminium of their airframes reached flash point in 0.0018 of a second. Just 0.087 of a second later they were swatted from existence by the blast wave.
After Ms O�Connor had completed her contract, more orthodox programmers using United States census details and fifty years of data from atomic testing completed the project. It would not have been secure to request O�Connor to add the damage assessment features to her program.
Now, as the Politburo studied the computer-generated projection of a runaway firestorm completing the destruction of a very sizeable portion of San Francisco, a dropdown window spelt out the estimated butchers bill. The view increased in elevation to a height that encompassed the scene of the city from the south ramp of the Golden Gate to San Francisco International.
Premier Chiu swung away from the screen. The other members caught the movement and all eyes were back on Serge. Sat the other side of the table from him, Peridenko was studying his hands with deliberation, knowing that the most audacious part of their proposed plan was to be revealed. Would the Chinese go for it?
�Comrade Colonel General� began the premier �You preceded this display by stating the devices were moving into position, one hundred devices?�
Serge nodded in answer.
�From where have these toys come from?� Premier Chiu asked, pausing before pointing a finger at the Russian soldier.
�Surely the Americans are not so easily hoodwinked. Yeltsin handed over the complete inventory for inspection like a scolded child surrendering his catapult to a grown-up?� Chiu finished with a note of censure in his tone.
A door opened at the end of the room and an aide quietly approached Peridenko and whispered in his ear. Whatever had been said caused the man�s face to harden.
Kensington, London, England. 0930am 21st March
Svetlana awoke at 9.30am after just three hours� sleep and lay looking at the ceiling. Alyssa, her neighbour from above, had a new boyfriend and from the noise both Alyssa and the bed were making the honeymoon stage had not yet palled. With an exasperated huff she swung from the bed, electing to go to the paper shop before they began experimenting with the chandelier and power tools. Pulling on jeans and tee shirt, she ran a brush through her long hair, slipped on a pair of old trainers and headed out the door.
Half an hour later with a still warm loaf of bread under one arm, Sunday tabloids under the other, and a warm croissant gripped between her teeth, she let herself back in. Walking along the hallway past the living room, she kicked off her loose trainers and headed for the kitchen. The bass thumping from above indicated Alyssa and stud probably now doing it to heavy rock. Oh well, she thought, at least someone is getting some. It was a bright sunny day and she wondered if there would be an early spring.
It was at that point she saw the shadow.
In the kitchen, out of sight of the hallway, probably backed right up to the draining board, a man stood very still, obviously unaware that the sunlight streaming through the window had cast a long shadow on the terracotta tile floor.
Svetlana�s first thought was that it was a burglar and he would definitely have heard her enter through the front door. But the noise from upstairs and thick carpet would have masked her approach. Slowly she crouched and put her shopping on the hallway carpet. She would get out of the flat and call the police. From where she was crouched she could see her mobile on the kitchen table. Damn! Her other neighbours could all be having a lazy Sunday lie in, she would have to go for the phone box at the end of the street. She rose up and turning headed with quick strides for the front door. She was passing the open living room door when she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye; there was a second man. Fear injected adrenaline into her system and like a startled deer she was mid-way through the motions of leaping the last few feet to the door, when she was body checked from the side and sent crashing into the wall. Her head cracked painfully against the plaster causing bile to rise up in her throat as she fell heavily with rough hands grabbing at her arms. A hand gathered a fistful of her long hair and yanked her head painfully back, she could feel a man�s whiskers scratch the soft skin at the back of her neck, his breath hot against her skin. She could feel the shadow man approach at a run by the vibrations from the floor. I�m going to be raped, she thought. She would have no chance at all when the second man got to them. Desperation powered her right elbow and she drove it back into the ribs of the man half laying on her. A rib cracked, causing the man on her back to gasp, his right leg spasmed and lifted from the floor catching and tripping his companion. Grabbing at coats and jackets hung from hooks in an attempt to prevent a fall; the second man hit the floor heavily, pulling the coat rack and its screws from the wall with a splintering sound and a curse. The pain from the cracked rib caused the first man to rise slightly, instinctively moving away from the limb that had caused the damage. It was a small opening but she went for it, fingers nails digging into the carpet, pulling her body from under him, bare feet slipping and scrabbling against the carpet, trying to gain purchase. She was up! A sob escaped her throat as she grabbed for the door handle, pulled it open a foot, two feet, and a spark of hope lit in her heart. A hand closed around her mouth from behind, yanking her back. A foot crashed into the door, tearing the handle from her grasp and slamming it shut. An arm encircled her slim waist and then she was being lifted and spun. Svetlana�s feet left the floor; she managed to put both arms out, trying to break her fall as the floor rushed up at her. The air rushed from her lungs with an audible �Ooof�, her arms were roughly twisted back up between her shoulder blades. She could see the two men just climbing to their feet, faces ugly, both sets of eyes on her. There had been a third man, three men in her home waiting for her. She opened her mouth to speak when she was silenced by a female voice; the third intruder was a woman? A single command directed at her from the woman pinning her arms
�Zat cnees!�
The fact she had been addressed in her native tongue stunned her, these people knew she was Russian; her cover was blown, unless these burglars or rapists were in the habit of telling Londoners to shut their mouths in a foreign tongue, which was hardly likely. Her tee shirt was ripped off; she heard a crackling sound, a whiff of ozone and her arms were released, a split second later something was jabbed into her back. Her body spasmed as pain exploded in her brain and darkness swallowed her consciousness.
Central Intelligence Agency, Langley, Virginia: 1300hrs same day.
The sandwich was of the mass produced variety, made and packed by minimum wage hands. Scott Tafler took a bite and considered the fare critically. It seemed to him that the enthusiasm of the catering worker who produced this titbit had transferred itself by paranormal means to the handiwork, bland and uninteresting.
The reason he was spending his Sunday here instead of with his wife and three children was quite simply September 11th 2001. His organisation had been found wanting, he reckoned this was entirely due to the lack of �Humint�, spies if you will and an over reliance on technology. Just as a B1-B bomber could not fix bayonets and dig out infantry from foxholes and caves, nor too could a surveillance satellite stand at a bar with a drink in hand ear-wigging the conversation between two munitions workers in China.
It would take years to replace the networks laid off after the cold war and introduce new ones in different theatres, not previously thought a threat.
Scott had nothing to do with that aspect; his job was to plough through paper reports and emails to try to catch any third party human intelligence that may come their way. It was a form of �catch up� and trying to cover all the bases at one time until new networks were set up.
Munching automatically, he was scanning a report from the Los Angeles FBI office. A software geek, a �Gamer� geek, which was even worse, had returned from Moscow after six months work. The interviewed geek stated that the Russians hoped to enter the computer game market with Chinese funding. Scott paused; the Chinese had been ripping off American copyrights for years. All software was fair game to them. The PRC was attempting to boost its own challenge in the all world markets. Why should they assist a competitor? In the PRC, the will of the regime controlled every aspect of trade with the rest of the world. Picking up his telephone he dialled home and asked his wife for her younger brothers� number. He too was a geek but he worked for a very major software company. Half an hour after speaking with him he replaced the telephone and made a note to telephone Washington next day, to get Commerce�s spin on this. Turning back to the report he next dialled a number shown, left a message on Miss O�Connor's answer phone and moved on to the next report.
Hounslow, Middlesex, England: same time
The cold awoke her; with a start she realised she was lying on her stomach on a cold, white ceramic surface, spread eagle and naked. Her face was flushed and then it came to her that she was laying on an incline, her head lower than her feet. There was pain and soreness between her shoulder blades where the stun gun had been jabbed.
�Vashi ruki zavyazhenniye� a soft, almost sensual female voice informed her that she was bound. Svetlana was struggling to find some reason for her predicament, were these British Intelligence or some other countries agents? Were they her own and this was some test? In a shaky voice, in English and with fear quite unfeigned, she asked
�Who are you, what do you want?� The woman hushed her as if soothing a child,
�Shsss, babushka, shsss�; but the hand that traced its way softly up the inside of her calf was most un-parental.
If this was calculated to make her feel vulnerable, it had succeeded. Her body tensed as the hand reached her inner thigh and continued unerringly toward her womanhood. A door banged open, the sound echoed and the hand ceased its journey. Wherever it was that she had been taken seemed to be some large building, she thought that it lacked furniture or fittings because of the hollow sound. She tried to turn her head more in order to see but there was only the same white material that formed the side of wherever she was imprisoned. By raising her head she could make out the straps that held her appeared to be made of rubber. The echoing footsteps of several people approached and the woman�s hand traced circles around her buttocks, slipping between the cheeks and tracing a line along her spine to her neck. Svetlana�s stomach knotted but the fingers caused an involuntary tremor to pass through her. A male voice sniggered from somewhere behind her and a voice, rich Irish brogue asked the question of a third party
�Do we get to watch Irina convert her to dykehood and then have a go ourselves?� They were trying to scare her, Svetlana reasoned, would the English do that, surely they would just bust her door in and show a warrant later? There were unwritten rules in the spy game, �You don�t hurt ours and we won�t hurt yours�. A very cultured English voice answered the Irishman,
�Alas time is too short Eamon, and besides which the lovely lady already enjoys both genders with equal relish, do you not, Miss Carlisle�. The voice then spoke to the woman who was still out of Svetlana�s view.
�Leave her alone Irina, we have work to do. If she survives you can have her then, if of course you still want her of course, which is not likely�. Svetlana felt the woman rise and move away as the sound of heavy containers being moved closer filled the building. Her nerve was going and she spoke loudly, as much to steady herself as to ask the question.
�What is it you want, I don�t know you, just tell me?� A green garden hose was lowered into her porcelain prison, coming to rest at the bottom about two feet beyond and perhaps six inches lower than the level of her head. The English voice addressed her,
�You are Svetlana Vorsoff, born in Bryausk, August 21, 1986. Your Mother, Katyana, died in an auto accident a year later. Your Father was a shift supervisor in Bryausk steel works until badly burned in an accident. You entered Moscow State University for Economics. Your tutor, Doctor Ebinov, states you studied hard under him in both the classroom and in his bed. Your Father drank himself to death in your second year at University. You have no other kin. Elena Torneski recruited you initially as a Sparrow but you did not take to the work, or so she reported. Was this because of sexual jealousy on her part Svetlana?� She felt herself begin to colour. The British could not know this, but if it were her own people then why was this being done to her, was it a test she again thought?
The voice continued.
�Who do you think we are Svetlana, Irina and I. Hmm?� he paused �Who do you think these other gentlemen are, although I doubt even their own Mothers would call them �Gentlemen�?�
Svetlana decided that if they were British she was blown already. If she were under test she would let nothing bring doubt about her ability. She did not need to put on an act for the fear that was evident in her voice when she shouted back at him
�I don�t know who or what you are talking about, are you crazy, are you all mad?� She jumped as a something struck the surface with a metallic ring and clanged to a halt at the bottom beside the open end of the hose. It was she saw, a rusted metal bolt, about 1� thick and 6� long. A clear liquid began to dribble from the hose. Like a living thing it sought out tiny depressions in the surface as it snaked forward. Did they intend on drowning her? As it touched the rusted surface of the bolt she caught the smell of acrid fumes. Realisation hit her even as the cultured voice began to explain
�Once upon a time they reconditioned engines here, dipped them in acid in this very vat in fact� His calm, matter of fact voice added to the rising terror that was threatening to take total control of her. Her limbs started to shake uncontrollably as the flow of acid increased. She screamed aloud as her arms were seized and she felt a sharp pain in first one hand and then the other. The hands released her and withdrew. Her hands, then wrists grew numb until she could no longer feel them, the numbness slowly climbed her outstretched arms.
�We shouldn�t want you to pass out with shock, we have too many questions to be answered yet. Of course it does mean you will have to witness yourself dissolve away. I imagine it will be quite, quite bizarre to witness your own fingers blacken and burn, then the flesh fall away, to watch it happen as you are slowly burnt away, inch by inch?�
Svetlana screamed aloud and her bladder released. She was sobbing.
�What do you want� please?� She heard him step down beside her and her body jerked as his hand stroked her hair
�We are inquisitors, Irina and I. We had a phone call that these other Gentlemen had expected to collect a car. A car and a suitcase that you were supposed to deliver, where are they Svetlana, and who is the black boy who helped you take them, is he your lover Svetlana, your bit of rough sport, hmm?�.
Tears flowed down her cheeks as she shook her head.
�You are wrong, I delivered the car, exactly as instructed, I don�t know any black boy�. The hand stopped its caress �You are not so stupid as to believe there was no surveillance on the car, no CCTV, or are you that stupid?� he paused for a moment. �Can it be you graduated the University and the school merely on your ability to fuck your tutors�. The crude term sounded out of place in the public school diction of this man, he leant closer, whispering in her ear.
�There is no one to help you, no little black knight riding to the rescue �. He paused to survey her.
�Ah, the delicious possibilities my dear, we could seal all your entrances and dip you twice, once in this acid and then into water. When we find the little black knight we can reunite you� I don�t think he will want you though, after all, you will be as black as he is by then� he leant closer again. �Yesli vi he kotitye oseet masky, uzhasov meste litsa ne dveegaytyes i otuedhayte pravilno, maya malenkaya lastochka�. Unless you wish to wear a horror mask for a face, be still and answer truthfully little sparrow.
Since the urgent contact from the Irish militant group, who were somewhat miffed at finding an empty bay in the car park, Major Constantine Bedonavich, deputy military attach� at the embassy of the Russian Federation to the Court of St James, had been busy. He was not party to the greater scheme of things, he followed instructions without questioning their origins. This matter was one of delivering to the Irish contact a car and suitcase, just one of varied tasks he was expected to oversee.
Routine security reviews of Svetlana�s integrity were gone over twice. Taped conversations re-examined and CCTV footage from the private car park scrutinised. He was concerned that one of his assets was under question; he was very concerned that Peridenko�s people were interrogating that asset.
Whatever operation had been compromised had to have been an important one but there was nothing to indicate Svetlana was guilty of any collusion. Clearly, an opportunist thief had taken the car.
He had another asset in the British National Crime Intelligence Service, NCIS, working to identify the thief. Another, a specialist in surreptitious hacking was endeavouring to utilise the cars built in �Tracker� anti-theft system without alerting the authorities. Constantine�s job description involved skulduggery but he thought himself a decent man. The pair who had turned up with Moscow Centrals authority had not waited for the initial investigation findings, they had immediately taken it upon themselves that the girl was guilty and the truth would be extracted. He had received information about the pair that caused him to shudder in distaste. Glancing once more at the results before him he opened a safe in the floor, extracting a 9mm Glock pistol.
Locking his office he hurried for his car. Time was no doubt short, if in fact it had not already run out for the girl.
He would of course need to first clear himself of any British or American surveillance.
The level of acid was now only about one inch from reaching the nearest digit of Svetlana�s left hand. She was in fact being pulled in four different directs by the rubber bindings on her wrists and ankles, as close to immobile as any struggling person could be. Her screams were unnoticed by any person outside of the derelict industrial unit. She could not see any of her tormentors but could feel their presence.
Raised, angry voices filtered through to her brain. The one she thought of as �Oxford accent� stood and shouted in an angry torrent until the sound of an automatic pistol being cocked made him pause.
�Cut her loose and then stand with your friends, where I can see you� A man�s voice ordered in accented English, obviously for the benefit of the Irishman and Co.
She heard the words and felt hope emerge. There was a pause followed by the soft click of a safety catch being thumbed off.
�DO IT!� A shuffle of feet followed the shouted instruction in its very threatening tone, and she felt the bindings on her ankles tugged as fingers sought to untie them.
Major Bedonavich crouched into a gun fighters stance, the pistol aimed and his finger taking up the first pressure on the trigger. �Wrists first, if you please!� he hissed in warning.
Her ankle bindings were let go and Svetlana realised that had her ankles been freed first she would have been catapulted face first into the acid by the wrist�s rubber straps.
With a snort of frustration Oxford accent released her wrists and then her ankles and Svetlana scrabbled backwards frantically until clear of the acid vat, still sobbing and attempting to cover her nakedness with her hands.
On the far side of the vat stood three men in their twenties wearing jeans. A woman of about thirty with striking Slavic features, and a tall man in his late thirties. The pin stripe suit and a British Regimental tie looked out of place worn under the rubber apron, boots and heavy rubber gauntlet�s he also wore.
All had their hands ostentatiously in plain view and were looking at some point behind her. She turned as the controller she had never seen before was transferring a handgun to his left hand in order to finish the removal of his suit jacket. The gun was still carefully pointed in the direction of her tormentors as he held out the jacket to the side of his body. She still had wits enough left to avoid coming between the man and the group, going around behind him she took the jacket, draping it over her shoulders. Her body was still trembling. At his feet lay an AKM-74 assault rifle, from its extra pistol grip below the stock she knew it to be of a Rumanian pattern.
�We are leaving now� he addressed the group as a whole. �You two� � he directed at the woman and the svelte male. �Be at the house in two hours��.
Anger was replacing the fear and humiliation Svetlana had felt, �Wait, please� she asked Constantine in a weak voice. She looked very docile as she padded barefoot around the vat towards the group. Lessons never previously put into practice were now about to be.
Constantine gestured at the younger men with the Glock to move away, and bumping into one of several large blue containers bearing Hazchem warnings, they duly did as instructed.
Svetlana was looking at the ground as she approached the man and woman; the jacket held closed in front. �Distract and Disarm� was the phrase in her mind but to the man with the cultured accent her humble demeanour made him guess at whether she was now in his thrall, thoroughly dominated.
Svetlana stopped just in front of him; she released the jacket which tumbled to the factory floor with her still meekly looking down. Her right hand moved up and across to cup her left breast, finger and thumb squeezed the nipple. The man�s eyes started to widen in gloating satisfaction when the hand released the breast and lashed, backhand, upwards and out. He had a split second to jerk back his head but his face was not the target. The full blow failed to connect but the end joint of her middle finger struck against his Adams apple and his throat immediately began to constrict as he staggered backwards fighting for air, hands going to the injured area. His back peddling feet struck a protruding metal machinery bracket and he fell, gasping and turning blue.
Distracted and taken unawares the woman turned, mouth opening, to follow her partners� stricken passage when Svetlana spun and in a fluid movement grabbed her by the shoulders and drove her right knee into her groin. Women also have delicate equipment in that region, and it hurt like hell, leaving the woman doubled up on the floor with hands between her legs.
Retrieving the jacket, Svetlana folded it over one arm and strode away naked without a backward glance.
Constantine picked up the assault rifle in his free hand and backed up until he judged he was beyond effective range of the group before turning to follow the girl.
At the large hangar-like doors at the end of the building another jean-clad male was just sitting up from where he had been sprawled, blood pouring from a broken nose and a scalp wound. He was just groping about for the AKM 74 he had been holding at the time he had encountered the angry Russian major. It had been this man who had shoulder charged Svetlana in her hallway. Through the veil of pain he gaped as he saw Svetlana, a naked goddess with waist length auburn tresses but otherwise devoid of body hair from the neck down, striding purposefully toward him. He blinked to clear his eyes.
Her foot lashed out at his face, the heel connected and he was again unconscious.
Twenty paces behind the girl Constantine witnessed her final expression of anger and chuckled as he put away the handgun and unloaded the AKM which he dropped on the man�s still form.
He thought his day a lot more pleasant than it had started out.
Fort Hood, Texas: 1830hrs, same day
A fairly nondescript patch of scrub and stunted trees was home to some fairly nondescript wildlife but for one snake whose brief appearance centre stage had been the highlight of the late afternoon for twenty odd infantrymen and a dozen tankers whose homeland boasted nothing more deadly than Adders.
Four British Mk2E Challenger main battle tanks, four British Warrior armoured personnel carriers of RTR, 1st Royal Tank Regiment, 3 RGJ, 3rd Battalion Royal Green Jackets, and four Americans from Fort Hood�s training centre with their �Humvee�had taken up temporary residency.
The armoured fighting vehicles, AFVs and support troops of the British 1st Armoured Brigades tiny contribution to the US Army�s �Commanche Lance� training exercise were now laagered up for the night. The tanks were spaced out at tactical bounds in the centre with the Infantry providing protection for them against other infantry who may be bent on causing them mischief. The days when the foot soldier was helpless against these behemoths had been and gone, it had gone full circle in fact.
In the First World War Germany produced its own tanks to counter Britain�s invention, against which the German infantry had no choice but to get out of the way. This is not to say that the first tanks were lords of the battlefield, far from it. The crews were more likely to become ineffective from the sweltering heat and exhaust gases their inefficient engines produced in abundance, and mechanical failure than a lucky enemy shell.
Tanks do not live long unaccompanied amongst enemy infantry since those days; they need their own �Grunts� to keep away the nasty men with hand held anti-tank weapons.
With the American logistics train the Brits also had a small detachment of REME, Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, or �Rough Engineering Made Easy�, to grateful customers. The RTR and RGJs Challengers and Warriors 1500hp and 550hp Perkins diesel engines were hardly compatible with anything in the Americans spares inventory.
Lt Tony McMarn, RGJ, was the platoon commander of the Green Jackets, Captain Hector Sinclair Obediah Wantage-Ferdoux, RTR, or �Obi Wan� to the troops, commanded the four Challenger 2Es. On the Brits left were the two platoons and company HQ, company headquarters, of their 52nd Infantry hosts with their �Bradley� APCs, attached mortar and anti-tank sections. This was the infantry-heavy balance in their composite mechanised company.
Both men were studying maps on the engine deck of Hectors tank accompanied by Captain Daniel King, US Army of the Black Horse Cavalry, their liaison and mentor on all things American. Also, he had said with a smile
�To ensure you guys drive on the right and don�t go near the Whitehouse with matches again�.
When, a fortnight earlier, initial introductions had been made Hector had enthusiastically pumped Daniel�s hand as if trying to drag off his black skin, with a cheery,
�Call me �Heck�, damn glad to meet you Tone�. Daniel had been slightly taken aback.
�Tone?� was that a slur on his race or had he missed something?
Tony McMarn had seen the wary look in the cavalryman�s eyes. �Once upon a time a young Queen Victoria had enquired of a Lancer at a Ball. �And what exactly is the role of the Cavalry on the modern battlefield?� The Lancer replied �Why Ma�am, it is simply to add tone to what would otherwise be � a vulgar brawl!� All cavalrymen are �Tones� to us, sir�. With that out of the way they had got on like a house on fire.
The other Americans of the liaison detachment, tagging along, as the Brits put it, where Master Sergeant Bart Kopak, PFC Angie Evans, driver, and Specialist Stu Jameson, the radio op.
It was the third day of the exercise and at present the Brits, and their US allies were supposed to be assisting a friendly country ward off the advances of that evil empire known so well to British servicemen, Fantasia. The American scenario had described the opposing forces as �Blue� and �Green� but this did not have the appropriate martial ring to the British squaddies,
�Sounds like chuffing Oxford and Cambridge boat crews having a ruck with the militant wing of the Tree Huggers� as one disgruntled Rifleman had put it. Heck proposed a name change at a local level for his �Toms�. Daniel objected,
�It�s our game and we will call them what we want�.
Heck had responded
�Unless you want a bunch of pissed off Toms retaking New York in the name of King George, I would humour them Tone�. So the enemy became �Fantasian�s� and the Toms were all smiles.
The term Toms had also been a puzzle to the Americans until Tony�s platoon sergeant had loaned a dog-eared copy of Rudyard Kipling's complete works to young Angie Evans. �Tommy Atkins�, the name he gave the common British soldier as a breed, had solved the puzzle.
The allied forces were at this point in the game dispersed along the �border� with a tank heavy brigade in reserve until the Fantasian intentions became clear.
Both sides� were probing with recce's, or recons as the Americans preferred to call them.
The Brits patch was a rather bare arsed region of real estate. Restrictions on �digging in� had seemed an alien concept to the Brits, however at the initial exercise briefing the Riflemen had taken that piece of news with smiles. Every time a British infantryman stops in the field for longer than the time it takes for �a brew�, the squaddies term for tea, the picks and shovels come out and shallow �fire scrapes� are started. If it should become a prolonged stop then these fire scrapes are extended to become two man trenches and then �shelter bays� are added for protection from artillery and a dry place to sleep.
Digging-in is a way of life, but that does not mean it�s a popular activity.
With the entrenching tools being taboo items, good field craft had become the only solution. Heck deployed his pair of snipers to set up OPs, observation posts, on particularly bare arse features, and the Riflemen to those more conducive to invisibility.
Heck had returned from an �O Group� at company headquarters with his American boss, a stocky mid-western captain with a drawl Heck ripped the piss out of at every opportunity.
�Y�all ok?� Captain Dave Gilham would enquire, �Well it was when I left it tied up by the boathouse. I can always ring Mrs Heck and check?�
He was now giving Tony a warning order for the nights patrolling when Heck�s radio op stuck his head out of the tanks turret with a headset in hand
�Boss, its India Three Three Delta� contact, grid 277,872 near as they can tell, bearing eleven zero zero mag, two Bradleys, lots of dust �n shit a few miles behind �em!� 33D were his snipers. If anyone were going to see enemy movement first it would be them with their powerful spotting telescope. Heck passed on the contact report to Company HQ and told Tony to hang-fire on the patrols before shouting out to everyone in the location.
�Stand To!�
It was welcomed with muttered �Ah, bollocks!� by those in various stages of feeding themselves as they �binned� their �scoff�, and hurriedly got ready to have a serious word with the interlopers who�d ruined supper.
The fight was on.
St John�s Wood, London: 2100hrs GMT, same day
Constantine parked his car in a plush residential street not far from the barracks that were home to the Kings Troop, Royal Horse Artillery. He looked across at Svetlana, her face was in shadow, unreadable and she stared straight ahead.
After a shower at her flat and a horrendous age drying her long hair she had stood unashamedly naked while he had examined her. With her hair held in her hands, bunched atop her head he had applied cream to the burns between her shoulder blades and the bruises in other areas. She had been completely unabashed, which is more than could be have been said for him. He had been divorced for over a year and had been acutely aware of Svetlana�s naked state. His taste in women was not for the big boned, broad faced, childbearing-hipped variety, so many of his countrymen sought. His wife had been a ballerina, slim and lovely, elfin-like beside him.
The poor, irregular pay had irked her. Their small state provided flat with second and third hand furniture was not the future she had envisaged at marriage. He had hoped that bringing her with him to London would have satisfied her. Better accommodation, more and regular pay, less drab surroundings. It seemed that it fuelled her dreams of a better life rather than solved their problems. She had embarked on an affair with a wealthy Russian entrepreneur with offices in London. They parted and six months ago she had become Mrs wealthy entrepreneur. He wished her well but missed her keenly.
Svetlana was stunning, slim waisted, drum tight flat stomach, full firm breasts and her skin two-toned by the tiny pale strips against her otherwise tanned skin. He had never seen a woman completely shaved down there before, and he had certainly never seen a pierced clitoris before either. In answer to his thick tongued queries, at least it sounded that way to him, and she replied that the piercing enhanced her already higher than average libido, ensuring multiple orgasms, and finally that she endured laser hair removal as pubic hair was not conducive to the underwear she wore, nodding toward a clothes stand of drying panties. A deeply blushing Constantine had looked across at the items on display and remarked that they weren�t underpants; they were pirate�s eye patches� .with gussets! Svetlana�s laughter had peeled throughout the flat.
Bodywork touched up; she had slipped into one of the aforementioned articles, which only served to worsen his heart rate. Constantine had escaped into the kitchen to make coffee and food for them both whilst she finished dressing. Her apparent recovery was remarkable after the experiences of earlier in the day. He could understand why the sparrow school had recruited her. �Sparrows� were the young women used to bait the honey traps. There was a well-known term; �A hard-on knows no conscience�. In his opinion the Pope would have tossed his holy bible over his shoulder with a �Sod it, who believes this stuff anyway� and begun tearing off his robes 30 seconds after being confronted by even a fully clothed Svetlana. He could not understand though, why that department had let her go?
After exploring the cupboards and some industrious beating he had knocked up a pretty hefty Ham, onion and fresh tomato omelette by the time she appeared. She had looked about, inhaled the aroma of fresh coffee and said
�God, are you spoken for, sir?� he had turned to answer but her back was to him as she collected king sized Italian pottery plates from another cupboard.
�I was� he replied, �How about you?� making the table she�d replied that as he had access to her file he should know. He mentally rebuked himself, of course he knew. A windsurfing instructor on holiday in Crete, a ski instructor and her husband on another holiday, and the not infrequent one and two nighters picked up in singles bars, but nothing that could in any way be termed as a serious or lasting relationship.
�It doesn�t go with my real job, besides I intimidate all but the vain ones who only want a trophy fuck� her matter of fact way of speaking and use of that word in such a casual way had made him turn. She had her back turned again, sorting out napkins
�Before you say it sir, I didn�t succumb to the vain ones, on those occasions I was using them �. Napkins selected she had turned and flashed him a quick smile, laughter and mischief danced in her eyes �A girl has needs too you know�.
Constantine had laughed. The clock on the wall had brought him back to matters at hand. He had to meet Peridenko�s unsavoury pair in half an hour from then. He knew that it was unsafe to turn his back on them, not now. It had not been possible to arrange back up in so short a time.
The girl seemed recovered; she had shown she had guts so he had asked her.
�Ready?� she nodded and exited the car
Politburo Building, Beijing. 0900hrs GMT, 22nd March
The Russian�s were already waiting outside the council chambers when the Chinese politburo members began arriving. Today was a late start for them. They may leave all the lights burning throughout the night at the politburo. That was for the benefit of the peasantry, a con that they sat up all hours� working for the greater good of the people. However, they did start the day earlier than most government�s.
The previous day had been a very long sitting. The council chamber doors locked and guarded. Food and refreshments had been brought in. Serge had watched the arguments flow to and fro between this faction and that. Tables had been thumped and voices raised. Eventually the Premier had halted the session, ordering everyone home to bed. Serge knew that the debating had continued in homes between the groups. It was far too sensitive to be spoken of by �phone, not even the members� secure telephones.
When everyone was settled Marshal Lo Chang bowed low to the Premier and faced the Russian�s.
�I have spent most of the night discussing your proposed invasion plan with the Premier and Defence Minister Pong. Your point that surveillance satellites negate a classic, working up of arms and later deployment to jump off points is accepted fact. We had believed that only two things, deception, what you call a mastroika and a full nuclear pre-emptive strike could succeed. Your plan is daring, it has genius in its boldness, but we still have no counter for the American aircraft carrier groups�.
Peridenko stood, before speaking he nodded to an aide who distributed thin folders to all the committee members. �Comrades, I believe you are all familiar with the highly placed asset in America�s FBI which our intelligence service ran for many years� he paused whilst the interpreter translated for him. �His arrest has been another example of their failures. We have arrested and executed every single name upon the lists before you. American and IMF loans have provided regular, generous salaries to certain key workers. America believes the �Russian Mafia� had circumvented large amounts, in fact they did, although not as much as we had them believe. An asset has for the last three years been altering, by means of a computer program, certain areas of interest to their surveillance satellites�. He nodded to the display screen technician; the screen came to life. �Behold, displacing 72,156 tons, I give you, quite literally, the People�s Liberation Army Navy nuclear powered aircraft carrier �Mao��. The interpreter went into rapid-fire mode to deliver the coup de main.
Marshal Lo Chang was out of his seat swiftly. He approached too close to the screen to see clearly and stepped back a few paces. Removing his spectacles he first cleaned and then replaced them, eyes squinting as he peered at the display. Finally he looked at the Russians.
�Is this more computer generated wizardry?� He turned back to study the image, then turned back again �It is the Varyag, or the Admiral Gorshkov, yes?�
The Soviet navy had once had an expanding carrier arm. The Minsk, Leningrad, Novorossiysk, Kiev, Moskva and Admiral Kuznetsov, inferior in design to the American carriers and their engines oil fired. The USSR had three nuclear powered carriers under construction at the time of the regimes fall. Ul�yanovsk, Varyag and the Admiral Gorshkov. All the old carriers except the Kuznetsov had been scrapped. Ul�yanovsk was recycled before completion; her sisters had survived although partially built. India had made noises about buying the Gorshov and a Japanese hotelier voiced plans to convert Varyag into a hotel and casino.
Lo Chang stepped closer to Serge, not waiting for the Russian to answer.
�You completed one of them?� he asked excitedly.
Serge answered him.
�Marshal, this is no trickery, the vessel carries all of twelve Sukhoi Su-32FN fighter bombers, sixteen Su-27 and twelve Mig-29s, all naval variants and all carrier capable naturally, and of course air refuelling and airborne early warning airframes, plus helicopters.� After a pause to allow it to dawn on his audience what new horizons now availed themselves, he continued.
�This is a massive multi trillion Rouble investment that we hand to you, that you may chase the Americans from striking range of your borders. Not as they are now, but in six months� time, when you have rolled up the Pacific and are sat on Australia�s doorstep. Close enough you can smell their �Barbie�s� on the wind� Serge paused �There are risks, of course there are risks� he was passing along the backs of the politburo members chairs, forcing them to turn and face him.
�Only from a cold start, a standing start if you will� .on the heels of the devastating strikes delivered by terrorists groups, this weak, corrupt West we face now will be defeated. The West is chasing Al Qaeda and Bin Laden, they have few forces in place and no warning!� he returned to his seat. All eyes turned to the Premier who was nodding slowly. The Premier took a deep breath.
�A vote then, all for the plan� pausing he looked at each of the members
�Raise your hands�. His own was foremost, quickly followed by the Defence Minister and Marshal Lo Chang. After a minute there were only three dissenters, all three cast their eyes down at the table top in front of them. Ignoring them, the Premier stated.
�Carried�. He rose and approached Serge and Peridenko �My congratulations on an innovative plan comrade�.
Serge shook his head
�No Comrade Premier Chiu, this plan is the brainchild of one single man, our current Premier�.

CHAPTER 2

Embassy of the Russian Federation, London: 0700hrs 22nd March
Constantine had arrived for work an hour previously and immediately checked his email for secure messages; he had spent the next hour speaking to Moscow Centre.
The suitcase, he was informed, contained a sophisticated timing device and a new explosive superior to Semtex H. The case it was carried in was also of a special material, apparently once detonated there would be no forensics� left for even the most modern laboratories to gain any clues, let alone evidence.
The bomb had been for delivery to an Irish terror group. The Irish were planning a �spectacular�, which Constantine had already worked out for himself, but beyond that he had no �need to know�.
Constantine was irritated, the time of sponsoring these animals was supposed to have passed.
The good news was that the missing cars anti-theft device�s transmitter signal could be isolated. It would be possible to locate the car without the Police being alerted. Looking at his watch he estimated at least an hour at the earliest, before his NCIS contact would have anything for him.
Constantine was ill at ease with the previous evenings meeting with Peridenko�s pair. Both had behaved as though nothing untoward had occurred previously. The woman, the tall attractive blue eyed and blonde Alexandra Berria and been almost flirtatious, however refreshments were declined by Constantine and Svetlana. The cultured public schoolboy tones of the man, Anthony Carmichael, were no product of any language school. He was the real article. Harrow and Eton educated, wealthy old family. Carmichael had entered Sandhurst, as had his father and his father before him, etc., and joined the old county regiment the Carmichael's had served with since Napoleon had been public enemy number one. Unfortunately for the infantrymen of his first, and fortunately his last, platoon, 2nd Lt Anthony Carmichael was a bully and a sadist. A happy unit is a good unit and 12 Platoon of one particular battalion went from good to bad in short order. The Army caught on to the antics of Lt Carmichael and there soon came a parting of the ways with Carmichael being required to resign his commission. Carmichael had further embarrassed his family when a few years later he had been arrested and jailed for beating and raping a prostitute.
Whilst in custody the police had also questioned him about the earlier disappearances of two other known prostitutes and a rent boy, but there had been insufficient evidence to indicate foul play in their vanishing.
Carmichael had been recruited by the KGB as a �stringer� in the late 80�s and had been noticed by Peridenko who paired him up with Berria; the two kindred spirits had stayed together after the KGB downsizing dispensed with their services.
The Russian Mafia kept them in suitable employment controlling and acquiring prostitutes. Every so often an abducted young woman of particular striking beauty would be delivered to Peridenko�s dacha instead of the Mafia�s brothels and porn movie studios. It was their way of staying in his good books, their version of Christmas and birthday cards.
The previous night Carmichael had been all business, there was a single scratch on his throat from Svetlana�s nail but nothing else to indicate an altercation had occurred. Constantine had not mentioned the earlier events either, but he was worried. These two would seek revenge on both of them at some point; it was in their nature.
Svetlana had not touched a firearm since her training, a fact known to Carmichael and Berria. At Constantine�s instruction she had worn clothing too tight to conceal a handgun. Denim effect leggings without panties left both little to the imagination and no hiding place for a weapon. The tight sweater however had long sleeves that extended to the base of her thumbs; a slim, tube-like single shot .22 �zip gun� was secured to her wrist, held in place by her watchstrap. He had calculated that the leggings, bare midriff and obviously braless Svetlana would allay any suspicions as to concealed weapons. After her earlier masterful demonstration he had doubted they would completely rule her out as a potential threat though. In contrast, Major Bedonavich had been ostentatiously armed and ready for trouble. He had ordered them to stand ready with the Irish in vehicles from 0800 the next day when the car, thief or both were located, they were then to secure them with as little violence as necessary and call him.
Peckham Police Station, SE London: 0800, same day
A �street duties� course is for the benefit of newly arrived probationary Constables to take their initial tottering steps in police work after leaving Hendon Training School. It is also a chance for their future teams to correct any illusions they may have about what �The Job� entails. As such a few experienced officers from those very teams closely supervise them. Parading them today Police Sergeant Alan Harrison had a bundle of �warrant dockets� under his arm. Those people who had been identified yet not arrested for offences or had failed to answer bail were contained in the dockets. PCs Sarah Hughes, John Wainwright, Colin Mackey and Phil McEllroy would do the rounds with the �skipper�, PS Harrison and a twenty year veteran PC Dave Carter. Amongst the bundle was a warrant for Jubi Asejoke. A pencilled notation above his registered address gave an alternative location where he may be found. After a cup of coffee in the canteen, they climbed aboard a twelve seat Mercedes Sprinter minibus, known as a carrier, and left the station.
Langley, Virginia: 0915hrs same day
Ducking below an office divider and very aware he was late, Scott Tafler started the new week by avoiding his boss. Like a man looking for something small he�d misplaced, he had almost, almost, made it to his workstation by utilising the dead ground provided by varied office furniture.
Peering over the top of a pair of spectacles directly at him was the aforementioned boss, Max Reynolds, sat at Scott�s position. �Morning Scott, that jack-knifed water buffalo at the end of your road really held things up, huh?�
Straightening up Scott greeted him with a
�Yep, it got you too, huh?�
Max had been perusing Scott�s �In�, �Out� and �Pending / Too difficult right now� trays.
�Anything new� and if you make that crack about microchip technology, you is buying lunch fella!� Scott grinned, after a moment he said
�Maybe something, maybe nothing� Max sat tapping his teeth thoughtfully with an earpiece of his glasses as Scott explained the O�Connor report and his brother-in-laws remarks.
The boss gave Scott back his seat.
�Give Armondson a call at Commerce, he�s a deep thinker and knows the China and Russia markets� and departed.
Scott caught Armondson on the second ring.
�Swede, Scott, how are you?�
Eric Armondson confirmed what Scott already knew, that there was no way China would sponsor a competitor, despite the relatively recent kiss and make up of the two countries as seen in the mutual trade and military assistance treaties of 1998. So either O�Connor had been fed misinformation or something hooky was going down.
Right on cue a light flashed on his display, it was Ms O�Connor returning his call.
After updating the boss, a request was passed to the FBI office in San Diego to debrief her thoroughly on her Russian contract.
Central London: 1015hrs, same day.
The sun was shining intermittently through broken cloud upon the joggers in St James Park, the tourists who had begun to gather at the western end. Passers-by and other tourists had paused to watch the goings on the other side of some railings running along Birdcage Walk.
Today was the turn of the Coldstream Guards to provide the �Queens Guard�, and the curious civvies watched the men in Bearskin caps, grey greatcoats, white buff kit and best boots formed up in two detachments with the Band and the Corps of Drums in attendance.
How the Guards came about their headgear and the red plume worn on the right by this particular regiment would have offended the politically correct sensibilities of many in the crowd. Had they been in Belgium, at a place called Waterloo, late in the afternoon of the 18th June 1815, they would have seen a unit of French soldiers wearing the Bearskin hats but with white plumes in them. Napoleon�s French Imperial Guard were his elite troops, made up of veterans who had proved their courage in battle whilst serving with other regiments. The Imperial Guard had never been defeated until Napoleon sent them up a grassy slope that afternoon against their opposite numbers, the British Guards regiments. Some wrote later that the French Imperial Guard fled the field, but those authors� slighted brave men in so doing. The Frenchmen did not drop their arms and run, but backed away, back down the slope they had fought their way up. In a fighting withdrawal they gave ground, stepping on the bodies of the hundreds of their comrades who had fallen on the way up. The British Guards fixed bayonets and went after them, discarding their Shako�s, the common headgear of the British infantry. They replaced them with the bearskins of those they slew, trophies of war and a symbol that they had done what no others had been able to achieve. To prevent �friendly fire� incidents in the heat of battle they removed the white French plumes and altered the colour with the one dye available in that place. The British troops turned them red by dipping them in the blood of the fallen, and there was a lot of that item about that day, roughly 48,500 from both sides in fact.
Today on the square at Wellington Barracks the young men of the Buckingham Palace and St James Palace guard detachments were drawn up awaiting the presence of the regimental sergeant major with various levels of dread.
One such soldier who had every reason to fear the worst of the RSMs wrath was Guardsman Robertson, he had gone out �on the beer� to a club on the Old Kent Road the previous night, arriving back in barracks at 4am the worst for wear, his clothing grubby from falling over more than a few times. Robertson had only gotten past the guardroom safely due to a mate being �on stag�, on sentry duty, at the time. Word of his condition had made the rounds after reveille and was not well received by one individual, the soldier designated as one of the two Men-in-Readiness, who would have to take the place of anyone who failed inspection. The soldier in question was a married man, and tonight was his wife�s birthday so he told Robertson his fortune should he not survive the inspection.
To add to the young man�s woes; the Captain of the Guard, the officer who would be inspecting the New Guard was Major Manson, who was not known for being an easy going individual. The major made a point of finding fault, even where no fault existed; it was a trait that hardly endeared him to his men, who considered him an out and out bastard.
The sergeant for the Buckingham Palace New Guard had turned the air blue when he learnt about Robertson, but after bending his ear he stuck the errant soldier in the centre rank, and hopefully out of sight. Robinson looked like death warmed up and stank like a distillery, but his mate Aldridge, mucked in to get him ready. Robertson had been in a hurry to get his kit done the night before, cutting corners as he went. He hadn�t wrapped his brasses in cling film to keep the air off the metal once he�s cleaned them, and he had used a popular kitchen floor application on his boots, applying it with a piece of cotton wool. Aldridge had cursed him when he looked at the brasses, and hurriedly buffed them up, but when he got his mates best boots from out of the man�s locker he�d slapped Robertson across the back of the head.
�You wanker� you put that crap on yer toe caps and didn�t even wait for it to dry!� The clean yellow rag lain across the boots to keep the dust off had stuck fast to the surface. A quick examination of Robertson�s �Seconds� the drill boots worn for practice and rehearsals revealed that they were far below the high standard required for a Queens Guard. Shaking his head he went to his locker for his own �Best Boots�, they were good enough to get his mate through the inspection before the guard was mounted.
Regimental Sergeant Major Barry Stone left his office and paused outside. �Baz the Raz� was one of the names he was known by amongst the Guardsmen but they would never have dared to have called him that to his face. The second name became obvious whenever the RSM was out and about, armed with his Pace-Stick.
RSM Stone worried the burnished brass curb chain that held the Bearskin in place, not as a chinstrap would, but resting between chin and bottom lip at the middle. Once he was satisfied that it was sitting correctly he then opened his pace-stick and set off, marching purposefully toward the square. Not merely a symbol of office, the pace-stick is a measuring tool, a wooden and brass tipped pair of compasses that required not inconsiderable dexterity by the user. An audible tick tick tick tick gave advanced warning that �The Bomb� was about, as he rotated the pace stick at the heavy infantry quick marching pace of 180 paces to the minute.
The handle and hilt of the sword on his left hip protruded from an aperture in the greatcoat, and only the silver tip of the scabbard extending beyond the bottom of the greatcoat could be seen of the rest of it. Pausing beside the square he closed the pace stick, noting the presence of five soldiers at its edge, the Picquet Sergeant and Picquet Corporal plus the Corporal and Guardsmen In Readiness.
At six foot six inches tall and barrel chested, Barry Stone was an imposing figure, the archetypal sergeant major from head to toe. As he stepped onto the square his bearing became even more martial, if such a thing were possible. Transferring the pace-stick to below his left armpit he stepped off, marching to a position in front of the detachments. As he passed the band he nodded to the Drum Major, an old friend from the Depot days at Pirbright.
"We�ll have some Prussian Glory on the way out the gate today Drummy.�
RSM Stone slammed to a halt in front of the parade and delivered his usual few words of cheerful and friendly encouragement before starting the business of replacing the Old Guard with the New. His voice carried beyond the square to the watching public in the street; there was nothing fatherly in its tone.
�Right� listen in people.� The men were stood easy, which meant no talking anyway.
�I want hard work from all of you� no fidgeting, no faffing about� and above all no idleness!� He looked along the ranks as he spoke; his stare reinforcing in the Guardsmen the knowledge of all that incurring the ire of the RSM entailed.
His voice raised several octaves and the last words were delivered in rapid fire.
�Work hard, the Markers� and set the tone of the parade!� After a last look along the ranks he glanced over his shoulder, making sure that the Captain of the Queens Guard, Major Manson, and the young 2nd lieutenant who would be the Ensign were waiting nearby.
He peeled back the top of a white glove to check his watch for the time and then straightened up.
�Right� stand at ease, stand easy everywhere� here we go, brace up on my next word of command.�
Taking a half pace forward with his left foot, bending his right knee and driving his right boot in next to the left with a solid crash into the surface of the parade square.
�Markers!�
The barked command made the watching members of the public in the street jump involuntarily. A Lance Sergeant from each detachment came to attention and marched quickly forward at two hundred paces to the minute. After fifteen paces they halted, and the RSM �spoke� again, drawing out the first part of the command, and snapping out the second in a voice that carried across the park and the noise of the traffic.
�Get onnnnn� PARADE!�
Barry Stones ear was a finely tuned instrument, as a piano tuner can spot discord in that instrument that layman cannot, so too could RSM Stone on the drill square. Robertson was a fraction slow coming to attention, and the regimental sergeant majors head snapped toward the Buckingham Palace detachment. The next three words out of his mouth flowing into one.
�ASYOUWERE!�
The men regained their former positions under his harsh glare. The pace stick had found its way into his right hand, and like an extension of his arm it was pointing unerringly at the centre of the detachment. �Buck yer ideas up, whoever you are� or I�ll JAIL yer!�
He fixed them with a look before replacing the pace-stick beneath the left arm once more.
Out in the street a middle aged American couple apparently assumed this was a Vegas style piece of pantomime for their benefit and laughed delightedly. There was only one thing in the world Barry Stone detested more than an idle soldier, and that was civilian�s. He wasn�t discriminatory; he didn�t care what colour, creed or nationality they were, he regarded them all with equal contempt as lower forms of simian life.
As he opened his mouth to give the command once more, the tourists hooted and cheered, tossing a handful of change over the railings which caused the RSMs teeth to snap closed without issuing the command. He stepped off quickly toward the railings that separated the military world from the civilian, pointing his pace stick accusingly.
�You, you people there!� Mr American tourist looked around, to identify the object of the RSMs attention and then grinned in realisation and pointed to himself, Mr and Mrs Middle America where about to be the audience participation feature.
�Yes you� � The RSM affirmed. �� the dopey looking pair!� He stopped a foot from the railings and leant forward at the waist. �Do you see any program sellers about?� do I look like I�m carrying an Equity Card?�
Mrs American registered the unfriendly tone and glanced uncertainly at her husband, both their smiles were wavering.
Spittle flew as the RSM asked his final question.
�And do I look like a shagging pole dancer?� Both tourists hurriedly shook their heads.
�You people are annoying me and interfering with my guard mount� I�ve got two free cells and two candidates to fill 'em� now get yer scaly arses out of my sight before I stick you where you�ll get stripy suntans as souvenirs to take home to Stupidville!�
Most, if not all the Guardsmen of the detachments heard the RSM, and though rigidly stood to attention their shoulders were shaking, and curb chains were being bitten in an effort not to give voice to the laughter that was threatening. On the far side of the square Major Manson was straining to hear what was being said, and frowned when the couple hurried away. If the RSM had said anything that was of an embarrassment to the major, he�d have him bust down to buckshee Guardsman by fair means or foul.
Regimental Sergeant Major Stone marched back to his former spot, halted and turned about.
�Get onnnnn� PARADE!�
The parade continued without further incident, the detachments moved into open order and the Corporals dressed the ranks before falling back in, and the RSM turned smartly about, saluting Major Manson and declaring the Guard ready for inspection.
Major Manson stopped four men before reaching the centre rank of the Buckingham Palace detachment, declaring a watermark on a toecap constituted �dirty boots�, a recent finger mark on a curb chain was �filthy�, and two sets of brass belt buckles were �disgusting�. The �Picquet Sergeant� dutifully recorded all the details with a
�Yes sir, Guardsman Warren dirty brasses, sir!� and so forth. Eventually he came to Guardsman Robertson, he of the sallow complexion and bloodshot eyes. Robertson�s kit was in good order, thanks to his Oppo that is, but he just looked like death warmed up.
Robertson had been taking deep breaths before the major arrived in front of him, and in order not to breathe 100 proof breath on the man he now held it. Major Manson looked him up and down before taking in his almost grey complexion and eyes that looked like twin piss-holes in the snow.
�Are you ill man?�
�No sir.� Robertson whispered, barely audibly.
The major leant forward.
�What� what, speak up man!�
Robertson replied more firmly this time.
�No sir, I�m fine sir.�
The majors nose twitched and then his eyes widened in realisation. �RSM, this man is drunk!�
Barry Stone already knew about the young man�s condition as he had asked the two full sergeants of the detachments at breakfast in the Sgt's Mess if there were any problems he should know about. Despite his ferocious reputation, Barry Stone wasn�t a total martinet, which was the public persona that went with his job. He had himself as a young Guardsman been in a similar condition as Robertson on a couple of occasions. If he replaced him then he would have to charge him, better to let him take his chances and learn from the experience. Mounting guard and standing on sentry was a miserable way to sober up. He now pulled Robertson�s weapon from him, passing it to the Picquet Sergeant before pulling off Robertson�s Bearskin, and handing that across too.
�Man in Readiness!� he shouted out, summoning that soldier from the edge of the square.
�Picquet Corporal, get this specimen off my square!� he barked.
As Robertson was doubled off the square toward the Guardroom he passed the Man in Readiness who was marching forward to occupy the empty file.
�I�ll see you when yer get out of nick, ya bastard!� the married man muttered just loud enough for Robertson to catch.
The guard mount carried on, the New Guard joined the Old in front of Buckingham Palace, the band and drums played their days selection of music as the sentries were replaced outside of the boxes at �Jimmy�s� and �Buck House�. Virtually unchanged in format since Victorian times the guards were changed at Horse Guards, Windsor Castle, Edinburgh Castle and the Tower of London at the same time as the two London palaces.
To the majority of the onlookers it was a quaint old ceremony staged daily for the tourist industry, they neither knew, nor probably cared, that these were front line troops carrying out ceremonial duties, and that they really did have a �day job�.
Bermondsey, London: Same time.
London is a mixture of the old and new buildings that have developed over the centuries. At one end of the scale Pre Roman remains of a city gate built by King Lud lie under late 1800�s buildings at Ludgate. Crossing the river the river in Greenwich the other end of the scale is the former Millennium Dome, now called the �O2�.
Herman Goring's landscaping of the city in the forties gave birth to the 1960�s era inner city estates that replaced the prefabricated dwellings the victims of the Luftwaffe had resided in for twenty odd years. That was in the �You�ve never had it so good� age of swinging London. Those estates are now the centres of drug related crime in the inner city. Running through one such estate is a red brick elevated railway line. The spaces between its hundreds of arches have been rented out by the rail line to many diverse businesses. Most were honest whilst some could best be described as sailing close to the wind, and a few were outright criminal concerns.
One such arch was in the business of ringing stolen cars, altering their identity for resale. Beneath the sultry gaze and lovely curves of a calendars Miss March up on the wall, a silver BMW Roadster was currently being altered to become a red BMW Roadster, its new identity being taken from an identical car that had met its demise in a collision with a lamppost in Frankfurt. The three mechanics were far too busy and the ghetto blasters volume turned up far too loud for them to have noticed a light aircraft flying above, taking �aerial photos of London for an estate agents� a half hour before. Neither did they notice the approach of four men and a woman in police uniform.
An hour later the LFB, London Fire Brigade, received a call to a railway arch lock-up. Their entry was hindered, briefly by a brand new padlock. Inside they found three bodies, too badly burnt to be identified, and a buckled and burnt out BMW Roadster. The police were called, as a matter of course at the same initial call to the scene. It did not take the brains of an archbishop to work out that this was no accident.
Near Surrey Quays, SE London: 1130hrs, same day
A police Mercedes carrier pulled quietly into a cul-de-sac beside a derelict 1960�s tower block keeping close to the building line in order not to advertise to their fugitive in a flat far above, the police livery, blue lights and distinct �Air Code� upon its roof, the unique identifier for helicopters.
On the opposite side of the carrier, at the bottom of an embankment, a London Underground line ran above ground. Alan Harrison left the driver, Dave Carter in the vehicle, he would be prepared to drive around to cut off Jubi if he was at the address and managed to run.
Constables Sarah Hughes and John Wainwright went around to the rear of the flats, in case Jubi climbed down from the seventh floor, balcony by balcony.
Sergeant Harrison, Colin MacKay and Phil McEllroy took the stairs. The previous residents had only been moved out over the last six months and many of the flats were still habitable. Whilst still out of earshot the officers turned their radios down, drew and extended their Asps. Jubi was fond of knives and their body armour only provided limited protection. The flat in question faced out across the tube line and the 1920�s built housing beyond, to the large modern Surrey Quays shopping centre. Approaching quietly along the balcony to the flat Alan saw the guardrail was missing, no doubt stolen for its scrap metal value and he indicated caution to the young officers with him.
The door was ajar, nothing unusual there as most of these flats had been trashed by kids and scavengers. Using his Asp to push open the door he signalled MacKay to wait at the door. He went to the stairs whilst McEllroy checked the downstairs of the flat. Peering cautiously into the living room, McEllroy started as he saw a figure at the window peering down. The figure at the window was looking down at the figures of two policemen outside; despite Dave Carters best efforts he been on lookout for such an eventuality and seen the carrier arrive. He had warned Alexandra Berria and his colleagues. Berria had called up to Carmichael in confirmation.
�Politseiski ma peredinyie zdaniya.� She had slipped out of the flat and hidden on the next floor below for the officers to pass on the stairs, before taking steps to neutralise the carriers� driver.
Phil relaxed when he recognised the uniform worn by the stranger even if he did not know the man in it. The other officer wore a Glock handgun in a holster and had some other type of weapon held down the side of the leg furthest from Phil. He had to be an SFO, Specialist Firearms Officer, with SCO19. It did not seem strange to Phil that they had not heard of an �armed op� on the ground, nor seen their vehicle as he was new to the game. The officer at the window looked over his shoulder at Phil�s greeting and smiled in a friendly manner at the young officer.
�Hi� he replied, a Belfast accent in evidence. Mounting the stairs quietly Alan had reached a spot where he could look along the level of the floor of the landing. He jumped when he saw the figures of an Inspector and a PC stood blocking his view into a bedroom through its open doorway. Both men were looking directly at him and both smiling reassuringly. Back at the carrier Dave Carter�s attention was on the �main set�, the main radio for the �Met�. There was a chase going on and he was listening with professional interest to the commentary. He did not immediately see the rather attractive uniformed female police sergeant approach in his nearside wing mirror. The passenger door was opened and he looked across at the blue eyed blondes smiling face framed in it.
On the stairs Alan let out a breath and climbed the rest of the steps; then he suddenly noticed that these firearms officers wore exactly the same body armour as he did, not the much superior ballistic armour in its distinctive, bulkier rig.
In the police control room at Lambeth the Metcall staff were busy with a major incident.
Fire Investigation at the Laboratories in another part of the complex was being arranged and the Area Major Investigation Pool, AMIP, was being summoned to the scene of a fire at a railway arch lock-up, along with a host of other agencies.
Police Personal Radios have a �Panic Alarm� function, when activated the officer has a few seconds of hands free time to shout his or her location if they can. If that is not possible their radios unique number flashes on a screen anyway on the operators panels, the operators look up who the radio is issued to and where that officer was last known to be. The makers of the radio had offered a locator beacon function to the Met, it would have made things so much quicker but the Met did not pay the extra for that facility. An audible �beep� sounds on everyone�s radio and continues until the radio of the officer in distress is reset.
A loud beep and Sergeant Harrison�s radio number flashing on the screens of the operators caused a flurry of keypunching on consoles. The sound issuing over the radio was that of his body bouncing down wooden steps. A �Last Assigned� query of the system gave his possible location.
The senior controller, CCCIR, punched into the Southwark radio nets and listened in. It could have been a case of a false alarm but until information arrived to confirm an accidental activation it was treated as urgent.
Alan had managed to depress his panic button just as two MP5 automatic carbines with large sound suppressers came to bear. At the door, Colin MacKay was greeted by the sight and sound of his sergeant crashing down the stairs in a jumble of limbs leaving smears of blood on the wall where his body brushed against it. From upstairs there was a an unusual sound, he had not heard the sound of working parts moving back and forwards rapidly inside automatic weapons before.
The metallic tinkle of spent cases bouncing off walls and hitting floorboards, rounds missing Sergeant Harrison striking plaster covered walls meant his death was not a truly silent affair.
PC McEllroy turned at the sound of Sergeant Harrison tumbling down the stairs. He was in mid stride for the door when he was hit in the back by a short burst of Teflon coated 9mm rounds that tore through the body armour supplied by the lowest bidder. The burst of fire would have been longer had a stoppage not occurred in Sean McVinnie�s weapon.
Sarah Hughes and John Wainwright heard their radios announce whose panic alarm had sounded and were sprinting around the building for the stairs at the front. When the carrier came into sight John shouted toward it, he could see Dave Carter leaning forward, apparently unaware of the emergency.
Colin MacKay heard the sound of McEllroy's body hit the floor and his helmet rolled into sight in the living room doorway. Colin also depressed his panic button as a kneeling McVinnie appeared in the doorway, MP5 hanging from a strap and a Glock pistol levelled at the young Constable.
Two loud gunshots and a screaming Colin MacKay stopped Sarah and John in their tracks. Hit in the upper body MacKay was instinctively stepping backwards and as his legs folded beneath him he rolled, falling off the unguarded balcony to the footpath seven floors below.
After a moment�s hesitation John ran for the carrier where Dave Carter still sat unmoving. Sarah was scared; nothing in her twenty-three years had prepared her for this. What she should have done, as she had already decided that someone upstairs had a firearm, was to get clear and report. We are all wiser in hindsight, and besides, her friends were in trouble. Right or wrong she went to her colleagues� aid something she would never be criticised for by her peers. Drawing her Asp and CS spray canister she ran for the stairs, also pressing her radios alarm button and shouting into the mike as she ran, reporting the sound of gunfire and an �officer down�.
Carmichael and company had extracted the information they wanted from the flats sole occupant just before the police had arrived. In the absence of Jubi himself it was the next best thing. He now knew where Jubi would be later that night and used a length of telephone wire to dispatch the informant before calling Constantine on his mobile with the news. The strangulation had excited him, as it always did. It was a shame it could not have been Svetlana whose eyes had turned red with burst blood vessels though. He was at odds of how best to deal with that girl. Whether to deliver her, addicted to crack cocaine and controllable, to a Mafia brothel for a very fat fee, or substitute her shower gel bottle for one containing a water sensitive phosphorus compound. Decisions, decisions, his erection throbbed now, a result of the killings as well as pondering Svetlana's �punishment�.
Killing the police sergeant had been a thrill but it was a shame that there were no women officers present. It was far more satisfying than killing men.
Although there were no approaching sirens yet audible, that situation would change very soon. McVinnie's gunshots had ensured that. Not aware that Sergeant Harrison had already sounded the alarm, Carmichael and the Irish quickly left the flat. Nearby was the windowless hire van that had brought them. Carmichael led the way downstairs, the sound of Sarah�s pounding approach caused them to leave the stairwell at the fifth floor to avoid meeting her but Carmichael caught a glimpse of a ponytail, as she swept past unawares. He could not resist.
�Constable! Over here�.
As a flushed Sarah glanced cautiously around the corner from the stairwell, Asp at the ready, she let out a relieved breath to see an armed police Inspector an arm�s length away.
�My, my, what extraordinarily beautiful eyes you have� said Carmichael, and promptly shot her through the right one.
With a clearer picture from Sarah�s hurried sitrep, �Trojan� units were now converging on the scene. British police officers are not armed as a matter of course, despite the growing violence in the country. The Home Office would state the reason being that it was simply unnecessary. Politician speak for �It would cost money to arm and train our officers�.
The call sign of India 99 was added to those units attending as a police helicopter was making its way from the Lippets Hill base.
The Duty Officer, an Inspector, had ordered an RVP be designated and was driving toward that rendezvous point at speed. Local units although unarmed were also clamouring to be included. At least one of their colleagues was probably dead and now there were three activated radio alarms. None of the officers at the scene were answering radio calls.
John Wainwright did not notice the splattered blood and brain matter or small hole and matrix of glass fragments that were held together by friction alone in what was the driver�s door window until he reached the vehicle; he froze with hand on the driver�s door. Berria stepped out from behind the vehicle�s rear and shot him through the side of the head with a single aimed shot from her MP5 before hurriedly making off toward the waiting transport.
Elsewhere in London; 1430hrs same day
Svetlana had taken the day off sick on Constantine�s instructions to keep herself ready for whatever may arise. Clad in a leotard that was wet with sweat, and long leg warmers. She was suspended from ankle straps attached to the top of her bedroom doorframe, her hair in pigtails and coiled inside a sweat-cap. She slowly double over and touched her toes, holding the position for a few seconds before slowly unfolding and repeating the exercise. As she touched her toes for the eighteenth time that session her mobile rang. Hanging inverted she stretched out her hand and grabbed the phone off the carpet.
�Caroline Carlisle?� she answered with as close to a heavy head cold imitation as she could manage, and then an instantly cured �Hello sir� when Constantine spoke. After a minute she ended the call and released herself from the self-induced torture device to check her wardrobe and shower.
Constantine replaced the receiver and looked back at the television in his office. The media were reporting live from a street in London, blue and white police cordon tape was stretched across a road and grim faced policemen of all ranks were in evidence. He had phoned Carmichael asking if this was his handiwork and received a denial but he knew in his gut that the man was lying. Constantine was appalled that the man could kill in cold blood without considering an alternative, as there undoubtedly was. He corrected himself, no it wouldn�t have been in cold blood, and the man would have enjoyed the killing.
Switching off the TV set he stood and paced to the window. As soon as the suitcase was retrieved his own life and the girl�s, Svetlana, would be forfeit.
He was not unduly concerned for himself, he had faced danger often, but the girl? He had become very fond of her in a short space of time. On his desk were the building plans for a club in west London, he had gone over them thoroughly and tried to cover all possibilities in his head. Glancing at his watch he saw he now had nothing to do except kill time for the next two hours�. He opened a copy of the Times to the crossword page; confident he would crack it in the time. He would have been exasperated to learn that Svetlana rarely took more than twenty minutes to complete the broadsheet�s famous brainteaser.
SE London: 2145hrs, same day.
Jungle night at the South London venue was the place to be if you wanted to be noticed. Despite the security on the doors, if you were really bad you didn�t get checked. Doormen who tried to make an issue over who really ran things tended to get shot before the night was over. Jubi had not reached the lofty heights where he could just turn up and blow through unchallenged; a �50 note had however ensured that his stash of rocks went un-confiscated.
He was trying to be cool and be noticed all at once; so far he had been �dissed� and ignored.
After a trip to the gent�s toilet�s to unload some of his stash to two customers, he had some of his own wares and now was feeling pretty good. He tried for introductions with some of the names here tonight. The names were all rivals but the venue was neutral territory, just so long as each stayed in his own �corner�. �J-�(Jay Dash) was the biggest there that night, he was up on the balcony with his favourite bitch and some long auburn haired girl, totally hot in denim hooker boots. Jubi had tried to catch his eye but �J-�had been more interested in watching the girls� heavy pet. Fuck �em all; he thought as he sat on the floor with his back to the wall, listening to the music that thumped out with so much bass it shook the walls.
There were several �crews� present; all had some really hot pussy along, one day he would be there too.
The news had been full all day of some shooting, six pigs! In his mind he formulated a scheme that would get him noticed by the big crews and popping a copper featured strongly.
The crowd of sweating humanity seemed to part and the sexiest girl he had ever seen glided on through. It was girl who�d been on the balcony with �J-�, her hips and shoulders swaying in time to the beat. Those denim thigh high hooker boots clad a pair of killer legs and the short and skimpy skirt the girl wore was a pixie affair of numerous short strips of lacy material that sat on her hips, only half covering her cheeks. The girl�s loose crop-top draped over barely covered breasts that moved wonderfully in time to her dance steps. The rich flowing mane of auburn hair tumbled over her shoulders and down to the visible cleft between her buttocks.
Heavy guys from the crews tried talking to her, and gang pussy snarled threats on recognising competition they could not match, but she ignored them as if they didn�t exist. In the strobing lights Jubi did not recognise the girl he had seen for only a few minutes in the car park two days before, even when she was stood just two feet away, apparently unaware he was staring up with lustful eyes. On the previous occasion she could have been striding along the catwalk of a Paris fashion house. Tonight her attire would be more suited to a porn star convention.
Svetlana had been up on the balcony, all which remained of the 1930�s cinemas upper circle before its conversion, in order to both blend in and identify Jubi before dangling herself as bait. She had to admit that the reaction she got from the guys and the less than hetero girls was a bit of a turn on for her. A big black guy draped in too much gold had offered her a week�s supply of crack to perform an act with him and the girl on his arm which was illegal in many countries. She had made out with them, kissed them both lingeringly on the mouth and allowed their hands free reign beneath her top and skirt for several moments before shaking her head and dancing clear of their clutches, laughing to herself and feeling quite good.
Earlier, as she had dressed with the Pussycat Dolls on MTV in the background her thoughts had been on her Controller. It had been a long time since anyone had made her ovaries twang the way they did when he looked at her. Several outfits had been tried and then discarded. She had decided that she still looked too elegant and on discarding a white leather micro mini she had next tried a tiny Highland kilt before settling on the pixie skirt. With one eye on the mirror she had danced out some moves in perfect step with the girls on the screen. Whilst still gyrating to the music she had undone the side strings securing the G-string she wore beneath the skirt and let it tumble down to her ankles. Kicking it into a corner of the room she had performed a pirouette that exposed her nakedness from the hips down, before nodding to herself critically. Perfect, the exact look she had been seeking, �Complete-and-utter-slut-with-a-dash-of-chic�! That should do the trick she�d decided, heading for the door and pulling on a full-length greatcoat. She had been honest enough with herself to realise it was the major with the grey eyes flecked with green who she wished to tempt, rather than the thief.
Dancing close to Jubi now, feeling his eyes on her she executed a little twirl that left nothing to his imagination before returning his stare. Jubi could not believe what he was seeing, the girl was naked except for hooker boots, top, a wispy excuse of a skirt and she was speaking to him.
�Hi.�
He swallowed, trying to think of a cool response but all that came out was.
�Er� hi.�
She smiled, looking him up and down and pausing when she reached his crotch with its fairly obvious bulge. She licked her lips, equally obviously.
�You want me to blow that, or ride it?�
�What?�
�For a rock� you want a blow job or do you want to do me against the wall?� she nodded her head back towards the fire exit door across the room behind her
�I�ve got a rubber.� When he did not immediately reply she rolled her eyes as if making a concession.
�Okay, okay� both then.� And with a glance over her shoulder at him to ensure he got the message Svetlana headed for the fire exit to the rear alley, posterior rolling suggestively. Teenage hormones propelled Jubi off the floor and into her wake. He lost sight of her in the crowd and was panicking until he saw the exit door ajar. Stepping out into the night he blinked and held out an outstretched arm in front as his eyes were not adjusted to the dark of the alley. Looking to his left he could see the lights from the street, but she wasn�t silhouetted in its light so he went right, cursing as he trod on broken glass from a recently smashed security light. After a moment or two his eyes began to adjust but two wheelie bins partly obscured his view down that end of the alley. Doubt filtered through to his brain, what if this was a trap to relieve him of his rocks, or another dealer thinning out the competition. Spying a broken beer bottle beside the nearer bin, Jubi picked it up by the neck. If it were a trap he would be ready and if the girl was just prick-teasing him for a free rock of crack, then it would serve as a persuader too. At that point Svetlana offered an audible incentive and Jubi heard soft sighs of female pleasure. Warily he moved further away from the safety of the door. Peering deeper into the gloom his eyes began to slowly adjust, and then he saw her beside a car and already on her knees, her eyes closed and lips parted with one hand under her top, the other tucked between the fine net strips of the skirt and apparently busy between her legs. In six strides Jubi was with her, trousers undone and erection pointing the way ahead. In four strides Constantine was with him, coming out of a crouch from behind the bin furthest from the fire door and pressing a stun gun into the side of the youth�s neck. Jubi dropped in his tracks.
�Would you please put your coat on,� Constantine asked her, and she smiled as she retrieved the long coat from through the cars open window. Constantine chuckled.
�You should join the Mounties�; Svetlana paused before replying �Why?� injecting a dose of Valium into Jubi.
Constantine knelt and lifted the unconscious body up and over in a fireman�s carry.
�You always get your man�. The girl opened the boot. All Constantine could see of her in the shadow of the boot lid was her outline against the lighter brick wall behind.
�No, not yet� but I�m working on him, sir�.
San Diego, California: 1500hrs 23rd March
Alicia O�Connor entered her apartment with two FBI agents in tow. She had spent all morning and the best part of the afternoon in their offices at 9797 Aero Drive. Thoroughly puzzled as to what the hell was going on. She had repeated, several times, her job in Moscow. Named the people she had worked for, given the address of the building where she had been working, she had even had to point it out on a map of the city. No she hadn�t seen any Chinese. No, no names had been mentioned as to who the backers were.
After four hours� of getting very bored with the sound of her own voice repeating itself they had sat her in front of a computer screen. All she was shown were pictures of men and women, no names for any of them. Some of the pictures were obviously scanned from newspapers and magazines; the remainder were passport or identity photos and some obviously covert in origin. She tried to read the characters of the people on the screen, to fathom some clue as to why she was being grilled, if nothing else. After an hour this palled and the faces started to take on a uniformly bland appearance. Then a group shot of what appeared to be Chinese and Russian diplomats, stood beside Red Square for a cheesy publicity snap. Behind this group, glancing out in an idly curious sort of way from the back seat of a Zil limo was one of the two �silent partners� of the enterprise who had hired her. One of the agents asked her why she was so certain,
�When a guy with sweaty palms laughs at your work one day and then offers you a thousand dollars to visit his home dressed as a nun and sit on his face the very next, he tends to stick in your memory.� She explained. �If only for the novelty value�.
An agent had treated her to lunch, chilidog and a Bud Light as they tried to ID the guy. She wasn�t told if they succeeded or not but after lunch she was slapped with a warrant to seize all records she had of the work she had done for them.
London, England: 1600hrs same day
Constantine had allowed Svetlana to administer the Sodium Pentothal to Jubi. He had absolutely no experience whatsoever in interrogation techniques. He was a 35-year-old pilot, grown too old to throw fast jets around the sky in combat, not a master spy.
Svetlana had known without asking that he would not harm this black youth without very good cause, so she had provided two ski masks for the pair to wear, negating any reason to administer an overdose.
Jubi himself had been in a drugged haze. Valium, Crack and Pentothal would not have been a cocktail prescribed by any reputable doctor but it had not induced any psychosis on that occasion. After about one hour the location of the suitcase had been revealed. Keeping in touch over mobile phones should more detailed directions become necessary; Constantine had found the case hidden with a large stock of crack, doubtless purchased with the money from the BMW. Also present was a 6.35mm Beretta handgun and ammunition, so apparently the young man intended a more violent future for himself.
Although someone, probably Jubi had attempted to force the case open, its sturdy design had thwarted his efforts.
Collecting everything from beneath the floorboards of the derelict shop Jubi had described.
Constantine had lugged the lot to his car. Once in the boot he then collected something from off the back seat and held it over the suitcase. The word that escaped from his lips after a few moments would have seriously offended his mother had she still been alive.
A small farmhouse in Essex: Same time
Just off a quiet road in the Essex countryside, a family called Fitzhugh for over a hundred years has owned a smallholding. The Fitzhugh�s had been in England for so long that all that remained of its Irish heritage was the name. The present owner, and end of the family line, so far, had been dispatched to University in Dublin. By far the brighter of his two children, George Fitzhugh felt that it would have been wrong not to let his youngest child get a proper education. Paul had got into the swing of campus life and on the way fallen for a fiery Antrim girl with very republican political views. Young Paul had fallen under her spell as she awakened him to his Irish heritage and the wrongfulness of a British Army of occupation to the north. After graduating, Paul had returned home and had lost touch with the girl. Several years later, tragedy had befallen the Fitzhugh family by way of a head-on collision with an articulated lorry as the family returned home from an outing in heavy rain. Paul had been the only survivor of the wreck and had inherited the farm. A lonely and unhappy young man, he had been delighted by a visit a few months later from his old flame from Dublin days. She had a proposition for him. By employing men sent his way by the Provo�s, he would be providing them a credible cover as farm labourers and a safe house. This is why Paul was now watching his five labourers�, sat around his dining room table, clean and oil some quite scary hardware. The news had been full of policemen and a policewoman being gunned down in London. Taking a very long pull of whiskey, he wondered what the hell he had gotten himself into.
North London: 2130hrs: Same day
Constantine and Svetlana had not returned to either of their homes. After Constantine had passed the Geiger counter over the case, he had returned to the empty warehouse rented by a front company for less than legal business the London embassy should be called on to provide. All he had told her was that they had to clear out quickly. With Jubi unconscious on the back seat under a blanket he had cleared their tail of any surveillance after sweeping the car, once again, for any tracking devices. Eventually he had parked up at a 24hr fast food restaurant and sat brooding silently. Svetlana had left him alone with his thoughts for half an hour.
�The reason I did not stay at The Aviary had nothing to do with frigidity or inhibitions. I am not of the first and I have few of the second.� She said levelly. �It was realised that I was too smart to be a mere mattress for potentially indiscreet foreign businessmen and the like�. She paused to check he was actually paying attention. He was, so she continued.
�I may be a bimbo to some, but I hope you can actually see beyond the packaging sir?� Constantine thought about it for a moment, he then told her everything that he had discovered. She listened quietly and allowed him to finish uninterrupted.
�I think the path to take is obvious, or are you actually considering restoring the case to the Irish� had been her reply �We are not at war with this country!� she�d continued. �What exactly could our country hope to achieve from a bomb in London, always assuming that it is our leadership ordering it and not a lunatic faction?�
Constantine shook his head.
�I heard from someone, I am not sure who, that Peridenko was once in charge of the KGB section that would use small atomic devices covertly delivered to targets in NATO. I never heard him described as a lunatic though�.
�I had a look at the case, it doesn�t look like an improvised nuclear device, not that I have ever seen one, though.� Svetlana was thinking aloud as much as she was talking it over with him. �I would guess that if the security forces here got hold of it, they could trace its origin, yes?�
Constantine nodded in agreement, not speaking, not wanting to interfere in her train of thought.
�So, why run the risk, would they blame it on deserters selling them to terrorists for cash?� Constantine shook his head, as he answered
�No, the international fallout would be huge, massive sanctions imposed until we got them back under control. UN troops stationed in the Motherland even. No, they would not risk that so it doesn�t make sense?�
Svetlana let out a breath as realisation hit her.
�Yes it does, if they had nothing to lose, if this was just the start of something. If this was not the only bomb!�
�You realise of course that I cannot be a party to this, this proposed genocide� if that is what we are talking about?� He told her.
She smiled softly.
�I knew that, I just hoped you realised it too�.
Information Room, New Scotland Yard: 2352hrs same day
Even had this not been the worst day in the history of London�s Metropolitan Police Service, calls flowed in at an average 13000 per day.
The majority are classed as �I�, for immediate action or �S�, as soon as possible, by way of priority. Two operators sat at the long bank of communications terminals received almost simultaneous 999 emergency calls from opposite sides of London, the substance of the calls necessitating their classifications as �I� graded. A man claiming to have been shot at by a stoned black youth in Hampstead and an obviously pre-recorded message of a bomb near a synagogue, the voice on the second was electronically produced and claimed membership of Al-Qaeda.
Four minutes later a Constable found an aluminium suitcase against the rear wall of a synagogue in south London. A strong smell of almonds hung in the air around the case; courtesy of a brief stop at a late night grocery shops baking section just to ensure the case was treated with respect, the now empty bottle of concentrate Almond essence itself had been dropped down a nearby drain.
In Hampstead an unmarked car drove past an alleyway, saw an apparently unconscious black youth laying on the ground, high on crack. A handgun and spent cases were in view. Armed officers closed in and trussed his arms behind his back with nylon cuffs as a precaution. A bus pass identified the owner of the recently discharged firearm, a pocketful of ammunition, sixty-nine rocks of crack and �1285 cash as one Jubi Asejoke, whom police already wanted on warrant. The fact that he was found next to the home of the police officer who had last arrested him, with the officers name and home address written on a scrap of paper in one pocket would ensure Jubi would learn the hard way about the dangers of dropping the soap over the next ten years.
In Croydon, an extremely a somewhat alarmed bomb disposal officer would pack away his portable x-ray machine and order the evacuation of all homes and businesses within one mile. His next act would be to call out a team from the nuclear weapons facility at Aldermaston.
A third phone call, this time on the confidential �Crime Stoppers� number gave the names of several men and a woman, an address in Essex and another in St Johns Wood. This call was passed to SO15 Counter Terrorist Command in addition to a police incident room, set up at Shooters Hill police station to investigate the murder of the officers earlier. Two hours� later the Sir Richard Tennant, Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, London�s top policeman, got off the phone� with the Home Secretary. He next put through a call to the former RAF Credenhill which now housed 22 Special Air Service Regiment. The Home Secretary would be calling the Chief Constable of Essex instructing him to extend full co-operation.
The prime minister was stirred from sleep and informed that a possible nuclear device had been found in south London. All over the capital and surrounding counties, off duty police officers were being telephoned and ordered to their stations and departments. Geiger counters were brought out of special stores and an extensive street search plan formulated.
Leaving the DAC for counter terrorist matters to handle the Essex business the commissioner attended the major incident centre, which was slowly filling with staff called from their beds. It was going to be a long night for the Met.
Premier�s office, Beijing, China: 0745hrs 24th March
Over the previous two days Anatolly Peridenko and Serge Alontov had briefed the Chinese Premier, Defence Minister Pong and Marshall Lo Chang of which terrorist groups would be delivering the devices. Premier Chiu was a man who had attained his office more through low cunning than by higher education. He had thought that the detonation of the devices would have been simultaneously at rush hour worldwide until reminded that the daily event varied considerably by hours�. A cynical Serge wondered if the man held the flat earth theory as being fact and all else as being foreign devil propaganda. At 0900hrs on the day, a delivery van would be hijacked enroute to the White House by Muslim extremists who had been briefed that the device would produce a similar effect as 300lbs of Semtex. The young fanatic driving the van would trigger the explosion as soon as he was compromised, but if he was prevented from doing so the internal timer would initiate the explosion at the same time as the remaining devices worldwide, 0900hrs Washington time, whether in position or not. This included the device being delivered to the Pentagon by the same group. This of course meant that NATO Headquarters in Brussels would be destroyed at 1500hrs, local time whilst all its offices were full but the Australian Parliament in Canberra would probably be virtually empty at 7pm their time. The odds that the worlds security forces could impose curfews once a pattern emerged was unlikely.
In countries of the former Soviet Union, those who yearned for the return to the old ways were ready to seize power and set their armed forces to join the armies of the Russian Federation as they rolled west. The combined forces would be a fraction of their old size yet more than a match for a headless NATO.
Marshal Lo Chang was stripping the fleet ships of some of their best seamen, not all, not enough to weaken their crews in order to man the carrier, Mao.
The armed forces of the People�s Republic of China were always at a higher state of readiness in peacetime than existed in the majority of countries elsewhere. It would be a relatively speedy business to bring them up to war readiness.
Despite western intelligence to the contrary, China had sufficient amphibious capability to move two infantry brigades and minimal light armour and artillery support in conventional amphibious assault craft. The numerous small roll-on roll-off ferries that served the coastal communities along her lengthy coastline would land heavy reinforcements. The first modern day amphibious invasion by China would be, predictably, Taiwan with landings simultaneously on both sides of the Cho-Shui river estuary that bisected the narrow strip of land between the coast and the mountains that dominated the island. The Chinese plan for Day 1 also called for mass airborne landings, not only on Taiwan but also to seize the Island State of Singapore. Privately, Serge suspected that could well become China�s Bien Dien Phu or the Arnhem of the East, at the least it could rob China of elite troops who would be sorely needed in the invasions of Japan, Australia and the Philippines later in the year. In contrast the soon to be reborn Soviet Union had a far easier task confronting it. The real fight would be in securing the Middle East oil fields. With the taps turned off the USA would wither and die on the vine.
As in the first two world wars, closing the Atlantic was a priority for the submarine fleet. China, with her tiny submarine fleet was being loaned the services of two flotillas for use in the Pacific. This left a bare margin of reserves from the currently under covert refurbishment diesel and nuclear boats.
The United Kingdom held no strategic value for the Russian forces and their allies. For America though the British Isles was potentially a giant aircraft carrier and staging post, as it had been during the cold war years and Second World War before that. ICBMs that had been aimed at China were now re-targeted. A large percentage of these weapons were now aimed at the British Isles.
The mothballed, partially completed carrier Varyag would not be ready on Day 1, the workforce that had completed the Admiral Gorshkov / Mao was working around the clock in order to double Russia�s carrier force.
There were many smaller operations, many vital and many merely designed to weaken their enemy. The small-scale operations could be rehearsed by those taking part, without compromising security. For some on the large-scale operations, it would be �on the job training�.
With their work in China completed Serge Alontov had retired to his room for an early night. Shrugging off Peridenko�s invitation to share a bottle of vodka and the seventeen-year-old twins Peridenko had acquired in order to celebrate. His job here was finished and he felt no further need to feign cordiality with the man. He had been promised an active role, again in uniform. Serge had intended to be rested before their return flight to Moscow.
Peridenko stretched and yawned. The wall clock told him he had five hours� before he needed to depart for the airport. At the end of the massive bed he occupied lay the Chinese girls, still fast asleep and sprawled out naked in one another�s arms. The Chinese Minister for Education had assured him that the �ch'ing-kuan-jen� girls were twins, yet what they had done to each other whilst he regained his strength, had been highly arousing rather than sisterly.
An inch of vodka remained in the bottle and taking it by the neck he drained it. He was considering stretching out his leg to nudge them in to wakefulness, but the telephone rang.
The military attach� in London had learnt that Peridenko�s agents, along with an Irish terror group were believed by the UK authorities to be responsible for the murder of several policemen in London. Furthermore the attach� had been unable to contact his deputy, Air Force Major Constantine Bedonavich. He did not know if the case had been retrieved, and oh yes, there was a nuclear incident in south London.
Peridenko froze, one leg outstretched and the phone in his hand whilst fury began to grow in his chest. He was in that position when Serge rapped once, loudly on his door and stuck his head around it. Serge ignored the two naked sleeping girls.
�America and Europe just announced a nuclear terror alert, get dressed, Politburo in 30 minutes� and departed. A roar of anger awoke the alleged siblings with a start, and Peridenko�s foot sent them tumbling off the end of the bed in a jumble of squealing naked limbs.
White House, Washington DC
It is fair to say that relations between Westminster and the White House had improved somewhat since 24th August 1814, when British troops had burnt down the original residence of the President of the United States of America. Tonight the president was speaking to the British prime minister over speakerphone in the White House situation room.
Attended by his hastily summoned �battle staff�, the president was frowning deeply as he heard the details of the now confirmed nuclear device. The device had been made safe by the nuclear incident team from Aldermaston, and they reported that had it been unarmed. Thus far the device appeared to be of pre 1990 Soviet construction, although the arming mechanism was much newer, and in fact was state of the art.
The full Aldermaston report, along with preliminary police and intelligence service reports had been received from England. Copies lay before all person�s present.
Benjamin Dupre, the first black Director of the FBI, gazing over the top of his spectacles at the president was the first to speak once the call from London ended.
�Sir, this would appear to be confirmation that nuclear bombs in suitcases are no longer an urban myth� he removed his eyeglasses to massage the bridge of his nose before continuing.
�You will recall all the speculation and scare mongering in the press after September 11 regarding Bin Laden allegedly having bought, tried to buy, built, or whatever, nuclear bombs the size of backpacks or suitcases?� The president nodded in confirmation. Ben continued. �You will be aware of the high level defector, a KGB major who was involved in the development of these alleged things. When he came over in �61 we doubted they had the expertise. He sounded credible and knew enough of the technical side but there just wasn�t any independent evidence to back it up though�.
�Until now� said the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.
�Until now� Ben agreed. �However, I do not see anything before us now that convinces me Al-Qaeda is behind the London bomb�.
Terry Jones, the CIA head was also looking thoughtful.
�Why make the Brits a present of a 2 kiloton unarmed nuclear device?� he turned a page to confirm a fact. �It was doused in Vanilla essence according to the Brit labs and that stuff smells just like plastic explosives to a human nose, it was shouting for attention. No way Al-Qaeda or any other terrorist group is going to do that!�
�Unless of course� .� Said Ben �� we got a friend on their side of the fence�.
The president remained silent, listening to thoughts and theories batted about across the table for several minutes.
�Alright gentlemen, we have a nationwide alert and once again the country will be grinding to a halt as we re-erect the roadblocks and the press gets even more paranoid�. He glanced irritably at the TV news monitors that in a few hours� would alert the citizens of the United States of a threat worse than Anthrax.
�We already have plans for this eventuality; let�s keep focused on finding any more of the damn things. The theorising can wait until then�.
�Mr President?� Ben ventured. �What if we do have a friend� and what if that friend is not within Al-Qaeda, what if he, or she, is trying to warn us of an attack from a totally unexpected quarter?�
Langley, Virginia: Same time
Scott Tafler had thumbed his way through the reams of notes and computer printouts seized from O�Connor. The girl had been incensed when the accompanying agents had agreed between themselves that they had not the first clue as to what they were looking for. That had not amused her, she�d had no choice in surrendering her work but she�d been damned if she would lift a finger to help. What had caused her to go ballistic was their clearing her office of every damn piece of hardware, software and scrap of paper. A subtle form of blackmail but one that had ensured her accompanying the seized property in a �company� Lear Jet to Langley. The sooner he had all the information then the sooner she could get her life and business back.
However, she was sat before his desk now with a bottle of mineral water in hand and her Irish eye�s still giving off the occasional flash of suppressed anger.
For the past hour Scott had struggled to gain her total cooperation before realising he was never going to get it as things stood. Excusing himself he had gone to his boss, Max.
�There is no way that this girl is going to help us get what we want quickly. She thinks we are using a legalised form of industrial espionage at the behest of �Commerce�. I have this real bad feeling that something is about to go down and we are going to miss it, because we�re pussyfooting about here�.
�What makes you think that Comrade Peridenko hasn�t just gone entrepreneur, plenty of others have?� Max pointed out.
�I�ve been making enquiry�s since I first read the FBI report. Firstly, no one in the industry has ever heard of the company, and that just doesn�t happen, everyone knows someone who knows someone in the business. It is a pretty elite section of gaming, this virtual reality. Secondly, Commerce has pretty knowledgeable sources around the world. Not a whisper about financing for a Russian VT venture or a new company either.�
Max stretched out his legs under the table and looked fixedly at Scott.
�So what do you propose to do, I am pretty certain we are very close to infringing the young ladies civil rights here. In fact I�m surprised that she hasn�t already screamed the house down for a lawyer?�
Scott had already given it a lot of thought.
�Under that rebellious exterior I am pretty sure there lays a very patriotic soul�. He weighed up the odds of his being slapped down before continuing, �I want to show her what we have on Peridenko, I want her to cooperate because she has the same bad feeling about this as I have�.
�No way Scott, that stuff is classified.� He said with a shake of the head. �It�s all cold war stuff and still classified secret to protect the sources. As to your gut feeling, well all we have is a not very pleasant Russian who wanted virtual reality cities getting wasted, and unless no one told you, we and the Russians are buddies now�.
At that point there was a knock and a messenger handed over a bulletin. The nuclear alert had gotten them kept at their desks but they knew no real details of what had happened in London yet. So far, as far as they had known it was just a bomb scare. Until now.
�Ah, it seems the mythological suitcase bomb is now a reality�. Scott had been looking at his feet and trying to think of some angle, he suddenly stopped and looked at Max quizzically, although he already knew the answer.
�Wasn�t Peridenko named by a defector as being in charge of the KGB suitcase bomb project?� He let that sink in before adding. �And didn�t you find it strange that so far as we know from Ms O�Connor, none of her scenarios was of a Chinese or old Warsaw Pact location?�
Max picked up his phone, pausing before dialling.
�Go keep Ms O�Connor company, I�ll get back to you�.
Politburo Building, Beijing
The large committee room echoed hollowly to voices, some charged with emotion. Unlike the previous sessions there were only eight person�s present. Minister Pong, Marshal Lo Chang, Alontov and Premier Chiu were sat around the head of the table. Further along were Krusov and Gorebitski, the Russian political and economic experts with a very stressed interpreter from the Premiers confidential staff. Peridenko was at the far end of the room speaking angrily into a cell phone to a female in England. At least Serge assumed his colleague would not address a member of the male gender as a �Depraved dyke psycho bitch� at the top of his voice, as he had done after a minute of quietly listening to the other party. As an insult, coming as it did from Peridenko, Serge decided he would definitely not wish to make the acquaintance of whoever was on the other end of the telephone.
Serge remained calm as three other occupants in the room ranted and accused, he listened to their concerns being voiced, albeit with passion at times. Whatever they were paying the interpreter, it wasn�t enough he thought. The poor man was trying to be diplomatic and filter out the harsh language flying back and forth in two languages. He noticed that the Premier was keeping his own council for the time being too. The Chinese sundry Ministry�s had been excluded from the meeting; the plan was likely to have totally fallen apart in this room with the full politburo being present. It was bad enough with those few who were here.
Serge heard Peridenko�s final comments to the London end.
�I want him dead, slowly, and as for the girl� . I want her starring in one of your friends movies, make her co-star a German Shepherd and make it a snuff movie, understood?� A snuff movie was the term for underground films where the star died on camera for real at the end. Serge made himself a promise, once this business was finished he was going to kill his colleague, which was the only way he would ever feel clean again.
Peridenko terminated the call and put away the phone. The Premier also saw the call had ended and silenced his top soldier and defence minister with a single word. The Russians voices trailed away as they realised attention was focused elsewhere.
As Peridenko walked back toward the group he was aware he was now the centre of attention, his mind raced with its search of some means to deflect blame from himself. Alontov was watching him with a cynically knowing half smile on his face. The soldier had built up a lot of kudos with these people; if it came to a face-off with the man he knew he, Peridenko, would lose in the eyes of the Chinese. So, forget about blaming the military, which just left the Irish. He was gambling that the Chinese would not learn the full extent of the London debacle.
Clearing his voice he addressed the group.
�It would seem the Irish terrorist group were compromised by fate. Following a shootout with the English police the weapon fell into the hands of their security forces�. An understatement and a massive avoidance of the truth if there ever was thought Serge, who was aware of far more of the true facts than Peridenko knew. The premier was looking at Peridenko unblinkingly, trying to judge the truth with his eyes before he spoke.
�How does this effect operational security Comrade Colonel General?� Serge could see Peridenko bridle at the slight from the Chinese Premier, security was Peridenko�s province, and his own was purely military. Deciding not to declare open war with his colleague he looked over at him.
�Anatoly?�
Peridenko nodded at Serge before stating to the premier.
�They have found one device, one out of a hundred. There will be confusion-fuelled conjecture as to its presence in London and in the current climate the finger of blame will likely fall on the collusion of Bin Laden with other terror gangs. However, expert examination will show it to be of Russian manufacture. We can argue that away by blaming deserters but there are likely to be calls for UN sanctions against my country.
�What of these terrorists, where any captured and if so what can they divulge under torture?� was the premier�s next question.
�The armed police unit was wiped out without casualties to themselves, they are now in a secure safe house� Peridenko answered before adding. �After a week the hue and cry will have relaxed, we can still proceed on schedule�.
The plan had called for the nuclear attacks on financial centres, as well as government, military and communications targets. The London bomb, detonating in the Rotherhithe tunnel below the river would have destroyed the nearby modern international financial centre around Canary Wharf. The British parliament would have been sitting for Prime Ministers Question Time. With little to impede the blast wave, and a river borne tidal wave would have destroyed the Palace of Westminster where Parliament sits.
�Is there any way of replacing the captured device?� asked the premier.
Peridenko nodded affirmation
�Yes comrade Premier�.
�Then see to it please� ordered Premier Chiu. He stood and the meeting was at an end.
Low orbit satellite SeaSpace B
Only from orbiting the Earth can some of Mother Nature�s works best be viewed by man. The great forest fires and El Nino for example, are such disasters and phenomenon that are photographed, and then downloaded to the planet for fire fighters and scientists to work on.
The SeaSpace B was non-military and owned by a commercial venture but the camera package was under evaluation by the US government. Plugged by its makers as far superior to that presently in service it was being put through its paces monitoring and recording the oceans swells and giant ripples about the globe. These were being digitally downloaded for the oceanographers at the Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command at Stennis Space Centre, Mississippi, USA.
The analyst�s at the space centre are used to seeing ships and their wakes appear in the frames but these do not cause much distraction from the real work at hand. However, the wakes of several ships in apparent naval formation do come under some scrutiny, if only out of professional curiosity. Several frames of one such group of ships heading south, 100 miles off the island of Komandorskiye Ostrova in the North Pacific Ocean were passed to the office of naval intelligence. Once there they were compared with RORSAT shots of the same area taken just 20 minutes before, the brown stuff hit the fan in the shape of the discoveries of compromised security in the United States vaunted satellite surveillance program, and that of the PLAN nuclear powered aircraft carrier Mao.
Oval Office, Washington DC
As days in politics� go America�s chief executive was having a bit of a bad hair day, what with nuclear terror alerts and all. He was now speaking on the phone to a disgruntled large campaign contributor who wanted action on an environmental issue that could prove costly to his company. The Chief of Staff, Luke Garry and General Shaw, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs entered unbidden and caused him to lose track of his conversation. He was tempted to just hang-up but oil money had been largely responsible for his being in office and he owed markers they would not let him forget. He glanced up in annoyance at the two men, Luke looked away but General Shaw met his gaze. The marine was clearly not in the mood to pussyfoot with niceties. Cutting the platitudes short he ended the call. As with most people in office, who had never worn a uniform, let alone never been shot at he found the military a strange breed. Correction, strange and expensive.
�Is this about the nuclear thing?� The chairman of the joint chiefs shook his head.
�General, this had better be very important, and that means important by my definition, not necessarily yours!�
General Shaw met the challenge easily.
�None of our satellite photos or RORSAT scans can be relied upon. An enemy has subverted our elint capability by unknown means, possibly by infiltration into the ranks of the NSA. The Chinese have a nuclear powered aircraft carrier task force we didn�t know they had, and it is now at sea� oh, and a guy at CIA thinks Russia may be planning at best to de-stabilise us or at worst to launch a pre-emptive nuclear strike on us�, he paused momentarily before finishing with. �Depending on your scale of definition, I can either remain here or I can grab a doughnut and a coffee to-go from the kitchens on my way home, sir�. The sarcasm he had felt at the presidents rebuke was absent from his tone if not from his choice of words. The Chief of Staff quickly updated the president on the brief outline of what had transpired. Seeing that the general had apparently not been exaggerating, he ordered a full briefing for himself and the battle staff in four hours� time.
At Langley a startled Scott Tafler received a call from his Directors office. After twenty seconds he put down his telephone receiver and began scrambling to gather all he needed to present his findings in the White House situation room.
St Johns Wood, London, England: 0323hrs.
The mobile phones vibrating and its repetitive four chord ringtone roused the Russian girl. She answered and listened to the instructions without expression before speaking quickly and without emotion.
After less than a minute Alexandra Berria broke the connection with Beijing and reset the plug-in encryption module on her cellular before calling the military attach� to confirm the instructions she had just received from Anatoly Peridenko. The colonel was not exactly thrilled with Moscow�s earlier order that he cooperate with her and Carmichael. That he resented his most recently received order to now obey their directions was evident in his voice. All available assets were to be alerted to be on the lookout for Major Bedonavich and Svetlana Vorsoff. They themselves would search the fugitive�s homes for any clues as to their present whereabouts, after which they would collect the Irish from Essex in order to be in a position to move in with force once the pair were located.
She was not alone in bed and awoke the brunette.
�Get dressed.� She told the brunette. �It is time you were leaving.�
At the instruction of a military attach� who was being forced by circumstance to perform an active role, the brunette had brought with her all the information she had supplied Major Bedonavich with previously.
As with the majority of traitors, this young woman was motivated by greed rather than any supposed higher calling. Like had recognised like during this first meeting and after Carmichael retired in preparation for another long day Berria had chosen not to follow his example.
Using the houses telephone she called a local cab firm and awoke her partner in his room, quickly updating him before running a bath for herself.
Carmichael was all smiles whilst dressing and hummed to himself, he was very pleased with Peridenko�s orders regarding Svetlana
A ring of the doorbell announced the arrival of Alexandra�s girlfriend�s cab and once she had waved her off Alexandra went to take her bath.
As the taxi turned a corner the passenger was surprised to see quite a number of uniformed policemen stood just out of sight of the street they had just left. She had only just taken it all in when she was thrown forward by the cabs sudden stop. Both rear doors were flung open by armed officers of the Mets SCO19, Specialist Firearms Unit who dragged her unceremoniously out onto the tarmac of the road. She was too stunned to react. The muzzle of an MP5 was thrust in her face and the orders she was given left her in no doubt that she was going to be shot if she made a single hostile move. Hands roughly bound behind her, she and her shoulder bag were quickly and expertly searched by a female officer in the same black coveralls, Kevlar helmet, goggles, ballistic armour and weapons rig as her male colleagues. One item was separated from the contents of the prisoners� handbag and handed to the senior officer present. Exiting the cab its driver tossed the car keys to a uniformed constable to be returned to the cabs rightful owner, who waited at the outer cordon where he had been stopped. The Home Secretary had signed the order permitting the police to tap the telephone at the house, so the cabs arrival had been expected. The �cabbie� then approached the prisoner and identified himself as being a Detective Inspector with the Counter Terrorist Command. He then informed the young woman that she was under arrest on suspicion of having committed terrorist offences and then cautioned her, which is the Brit equivalent of being read your rights, before her being manhandled into a waiting police van.
After the previous day the Met deserved some luck. The first catch of the day had been the brunette Detective Constable attached to NCIS. As he watched the van depart the Chief Superintendent in charge of the St Johns Wood operation, until his Commander arrived, looked again at the arrested young woman�s police warrant card, thanking god for small mercies she hadn�t been on duty last night when the tip-off had arrived.
A short distance away a specially equipped van was recording sound transmitted from small bugs placed on the glass of each room�s windows during the early hours�. A copy of the telephone call made by Berria, albeit only half of a conversation, was being listened to by a Special Air Service trooper whose specialist skills included speaking Farsi and Russian fluently in addition to being his team�s medic. Stopping, rewinding and restarting the tape, he rapidly transcribed Berria�s words onto paper in English. On completion he opened the rear door of the van, looking for his own lieutenant but not finding him, he hailed the Chief Super
�Oye, you wiv the braid on yer �at�. Accustomed to slightly more respect when being addressed the senior officer approached him. This man was not in his organisation and beside which he rather admired the quiet, yet competent professionalism shown by the trooper and his team leader. The two of them were his liaison/advisors-if-need-be. Two Troops from 22 SAS were at present in Essex poised to tackle the harder target, which would be assaulted simultaneously as SCO19 stormed the house around the corner.
�It is customary to address superior officers as �Sir�, is it not?� he enquired of the trooper.
�You ain�t my superior mate� was the reply �You just get paid more than me, so cop �old of this, I�m busy� and the van door closed again.
Telephone calls had roused the neighbouring residents and plain-clothes officers had led them to safety whilst the occupants of the target address slept. The next task had been to affix microphones to the windows and move marksmen into position.
Looking at his watch the Chief Superintendent joined the SCO19 Inspector in the Control vehicle.
Essex: Same time
Unlike the police team in London the troopers from G Squadron, 22 SAS had rather less cover to play with, at least from the point of view of an uninformed observer.
The troopers did not have innocent civilians to clear out of harm�s way, they did have however the bane of all covert rural operations to contend with, animals, and dogs in particular.
Anyone who has ever tried to pass covertly, upwind of a farmhouse, will tell you that no matter how silent you are the dogs will sense you and start to bark. Dogs have extremely sensitive noses. To simply go around downwind may seem the obvious solution, except that sods law dictates that there will be another farm upwind of you as you do so and they will have equally noisy dogs. The original farm dogs may not be able to smell you but they will certainly hear their kin and join in. Close Observation Platoon, �The COP�, intelligence gathering soldiers in Northern Ireland, where farms are much closer together than in Kansas, named this nightly embuggerance as the �Howl-we-hear-ya Chorus�. For the very dedicated, abstaining from all milk products in their diet goes a long way to altering the human scent that alerts the dogs. Alternatively, modern science has provided chemical masks that although not 100�% proof all of the time, do at least inhibit the dogs from raising the alarm until they can be silenced with doctored meat or cheese wire garrottes.
With the carcasses of Paul Fitzhugh�s sheepdogs removed, two-man sniper teams chose un-obvious firing positions from where they could completely cover all possible escape routes, if not all of the buildings sides, between them. Once they had �gone firm� the entry teams moved to their jump off points in the farmyard.
A very long way from the man who a few years previously had been mounting �Queens Guard� at the Royal residences in full �glory order�, scarlet tunic, tweeds, bearskin etc., Pete �Sav� Savage today resembled a cowpat. Or at least an inconspicuous part of a field studded with the aforesaid deposits. Cows are a less vocal hindrance to covert rural ops. With little to occupy their days except chewing the same old thing, immobile humans, invisible to the naked eye, seem to be an irresistible form of distraction in the cattle�s mind. It is most frustrating to have taken several hours� getting into position, dug an O.P below a hedgerow, hidden the resulting spoil and got all of the team secreted away, only to have a Bovine appreciation society gather with the dawn. Fortunately the same kit that bamboozles dog�s noses also works on other species of God�s creatures.
�Sav� and his oppo had gone firm at 0222hrs. Dick French beside him was his spotter and his back up with a 7.62mm belt fed �Gimpy�. The elderly General Purpose Machine Gun had been replaced in infantry sections by the LSW. The LSWs lighter, magazine fed ammunition and its fixed barrel were a serious step back in most soldiers� eyes. The LSW could not provide the necessary weight of fire needed. Its 5.56mm ammunition lacked the stopping power of the 7.62mm round and constant pauses to change magazine's cuts its rate of fire. Once its barrel overheated it was a useless lump of ironmongery until it cooled down again. With the gimpy it was a simple business to clip fresh belts of ammunition onto the end of the one being fed through the gun and swap the barrel over with one of several spares carried. Wherever possible, units of the British armed forces kept the gimpy despite the incompatibility of the ammunition it now meant for small arms.
Dicks GPMG was more than capable of stopping a mass breakout toward them, quite literally, dead in its tracks.
Sav had the superb Accuracy International .338 calibre rifle known simply as the L115A1in the British Army and this was topped with an American D-141 night sight. With the butt pressed into his right shoulder and barrel resting on its bipod he scanned the buildings ahead of him. At a fraction under 15lbs bare, the weapon was heavy enough on its own but with its telescopic sight and five round magazine, filled with armour piercing tungsten tipped rounds of ammunition it would tax an unfit man. Beside the armour piercing rounds Sav also had more standard �Ball� ammunition, but with limited information on the target he intended to be prepared for the worst. Next to him Dick had the gimpy rested before him whilst he also scanned the buildings. Although there were twelve fellow troopers in amongst the farm buildings they could only see two, crouched beside the back wall of the barn.
In the same fashion that microphones had been placed on the house in St Johns Wood the troopers had wired the farmhouse. A recce of the other buildings and out houses had not revealed any surprises. All the suspects were confined under one roof.
A mile away Major Craig Thompson, the G Squadron commander, the Deputy Chief Constable of Essex and the Chief Superintendent for that area listened whilst all stations reported in. Major Thompson was concerned at the lack of movement from within the farm. To all appearances it was indeed a working farm, yet there were only the sounds of sleeping men. He would have expected some movement by now.
A Royal Signals sergeant informed him that the London targets were awake and one arrest had already been made without alerting those in the house.
�Do you relinquish operational control, sir?� he asked the Deputy Chief Constable.
�I believe the moment has arrived Major�.
Two signatures made it official. Taking a headset he informed the London operation that he intended to go in five minutes at 0430hrs exactly. London agreed and both operational commanders passed the word to the troops.
There had been a disagreement on how to handle the situation earlier. Whether to telephone the occupants of the addresses once cordons were in place and negotiate their surrenders or assault the buildings without warning. Unlike many of his staff the Commissioner of the Met had spent considerably longer in front line policing than the minimum two years. Pussy footing about with terrorists who�d butchered his unarmed officers went against the grain. That however had not been his line of argument. He stated, with some justification, that the suspects were heavily armed, ruthless and giving any kind of warning would further endanger lives.
St Johns Wood, London: 0427hrs
Carmichael had finished dressing and had put the kettle on for himself. The coffee percolator bubbled and hissed with Alexandra�s favourite start to the morning. Striding to the kitchen window he pulled open the curtains in order to behold the new day.
�Shit!� breathed a black clad police officer of the team about to assault the rear of the address. PC Tony Stammers froze motionless in a crouch on Carmichael�s herbaceous border; he kept his head down and attempted to imitate a lethally armed garden gnome. Lying prone and using the garden hedges as cover the remainder of his team were less than impressed. Carmichael had been interested in the state of the sky rather than the progress of his Liliflorae and dropped the curtains back into place. Scuttling sideways into cover the gnome mimic received a thump on the top of his helmet.
�Next time you hug the cover, you don�t take short cuts!� hissed his sergeant and emphasised the salient point of his argument with a second, harder blow. Constable Annabel Perry, the errant SFOs partner, was looking at him with a despairing look on her face.
Intending to take Berria her morning coffee in the bath Carmichael raised one foot to mount the stairs when several things happened at once. Having climbed rubber clad storming ladders at the front and rear bedroom windows four SFO�s stormed through the flying shards of glass to toss stun grenades onto the landing and over the banister rail. Carmichael dropped the china cups and saucers he had held and was reaching down for a small handgun in its ankle holster at the sound of the windows shattering. Berria had been rather more switched on, she knew that what would come next would be mind numbing. Placing hands across her ears she slid below the water�s surface to muffle the sound. Four stun grenades went off with two of them within three feet of Carmichael, temporarily ruining his vision and hearing. Despite the pain in his ears Carmichael raised the gun in front of himself defensively and that was the sight that greeted the first two officers to burst through the front door.
Berria emerged from below the surface of the bath water the second she judged all the grenades had finished and heard two gunshots, so close together that the sounds almost merged. Fishing below soiled undies in the linen basket she withdrew and cocked an Uzi sub machine gun and extended its wire stock before opened the door to the landing.
On hearing the sound of a weapon being cocked Tony Stammers was bringing his MP5 around to bear on the direction of the sound and hesitated, for just a milli-second, at the sight of a dripping wet and naked blond in the bathroom doorway. The floral wallpaper on the wall at his back sprouted several holes but his ballistic body armour stopped both the rounds that struck him at chest height, however the round that pierced his left bicep shattered the bone behind it. Annabel Perry had also heard the Uzi being cocked but she had dropped prone at the sound. Alexandra Berria�s only burst of fire was cut short as Annabel shot her between the breasts. The butt of the sub machine gun remained in her shoulder but Berria came out of the aim and stepped backwards drunkenly with a wide eyed and open mouthed look of surprise on her face until the back of one leg struck the bath tub and she sat down heavily upon its edge. By accident or designed the muzzle of the Uzi swung toward the prone officer. Instantly Annabel raised her point of aim and shot Berria again, this time below the right eye. Alexandra was left draped over the edge of the bath with her head below water now turning slowly crimson, and legs akimbo, sticking over the edge.
At the foot of the stairs Carmichael was staring up at the ceiling whilst one of the officers who had shot him applied direct pressure on a wound dressing.
With the building secure, para medics from the London Ambulance Service entered. Having told Carmichael�s carer to save his energy they moved on up the stairs and gave the same advice to an officer working on Berria.
The Fitzhugh farm, Essex
Major Thompson would have been relieved to a degree to have known that after cleaning and reassembling their weapons the Irishmen had gotten very drunk by way of celebrating the blow they had struck for Irish unity. Paul Fitzhugh had also got himself drunk after watching the same television news footage as his house guests, but for different reasons. He had taken himself off to the barn and continued drinking alone amongst the bails of winter feed. The trooper�s recce had not discovered him in the recess where he had fallen asleep with a bottle of Jameson�s for comfort.
Unlike the police method of entry in London the Army assault was far more spectacular. Breaching charges blew in the doors and windows whilst the salvo of stun grenades that followed immediately after created havoc amongst the rudely awoken occupants.
Contrary to left wing media press reports, British soldiers are not mindless killing machines. They do not shoot a man just because they are ordered to; neither do they kill a man because he bloody well deserves it. They shoot to kill rather than wound for the simple reason, that trying to emulate the Hollywood stunt of �winging� an opponent or trying to shoot the gun from an enemy�s hand, is a quick way to get yourself, and your mates killed.
Two terrorists had weapons in their hands and both were shot. The remaining three were unceremoniously thrown to the floor and cuffed with hands behind their backs before being dragged downstairs where a medic had felt for a pulse on one of their number and abandoned any further effort on him. The second gunshot casualty would never know it, but his life would be saved by a British soldier his own age, born and raised just a quarter of a mile from where he himself had been born and brought up in Belfast.
Paul Fitzhugh woke up to the sound of explosions and gunfire. Staggering to his feet and lurching to the barns door he caught sight of a black clad trooper, face obscured by a respirator, the very vision most people conjure up when they think of the SAS. Fear injected adrenaline into his system and he ran to the back of the barn where he was grateful he had not got around to securing a section of the corrugated aluminium wall, loosened in the previous winter�s storms. Bitterness was also welling up in him. The false picture of himself as a noble freedom fighter had crumbled the previous night and his life was now ruined by the people he had allowed to manipulate him.
Dick was the first to notice the rear wall of the barn move. Sav had been covering the left side of his arc of fire when Dicks urgently hissed
�Barn, lower right!� caused him to bring his aim around and down. In the differing shades of green that make up the view through a night sight, crystal clear images are not present, Sav could see the shape of a person crawl through a gap in the wall with an object in its hand. Speaking quickly into his headset microphone, Dick alerted all stations on the net.
Paul had crawled through the gap where the loose section of wall just permitted enough room for his bulk. Across the two fields ahead of him lay a small copse, to his mind that represented safety. Looking back over his shoulder at what had been his family�s home for generations he elected to vent his feelings before running for it.
All Sav had a chance to see was the figure in his sight�s rise up on to its knees, bringing back its arm in preparation to throw the object it held.
Paul Fitzhugh, the last in the line of Essex Fitzhugh�s never completed the action of lobbing the empty whiskey bottle. The .338 round, intended for use in piercing the otherwise bullet proof shutters the farm may have had, entered his body seven inches below his left armpit and exited in the centre of his back taking part of his heart, left lungs tissue and ten vertebrae to pebble dash the barn wall. The round itself carried on through the aluminium sheet wall, passing completely through a tractor engine block beyond and lodged in the old brickwork of the Fitzhugh ancestral home.
Southampton, England
Svetlana placed an empty, though brand new suitcase on top of the bed and rolled her head in wide circles to clear the knots a sleepless night had formed. There had been a series of quick stops in London to collect hers and Constantine�s own pre-positioned escape stashes after dumping the thief and informing the authorities before driving to Southampton.
As an �Illegal�, Svetlana had two locations, one in London and the other in Scotland where she had fake passports and genuine credit cards in false names. Her employers knew nothing of these; it was her own insurance policy against capture should it ever have come to that. She also had a clean firearm and �1000 cash, not that she ever wanted to have need of them. The single shot zip gun Constantine loaned her on that first day was also hidden about her person.
Constantine was not expected to ever have to make use of such precautions; he was covered by diplomatic immunity. His job description at the embassy was in effect that his superior never got his hands dirty, contacted agents or ran risks. He was the go-between/fall-guy for the military attach�. They both had the same information available to them but if something went wrong it would be the deputy military attach�, who was caught or named and then deported.
The day after the meeting with Carmichael and Berria, Constantine had known that he was in trouble. There was no way either of the pair would forget he had spoilt their entertainment, not with their history and boss, so he had formulated a contingency plan. In case of emergency there was cash and credit cards for �blown� agents, and he of course knew the location of these dead drops He could only use them once and so just before midnight the previous evening, after collecting the �5000 cash he then walked to the nearest cashpoint machine. Drawing out the total daily cash on all the six cards Constantine waited seven minutes until the new day had begun, he then withdrew a further nine hundred on each. Sixteen thousand four hundred pounds was more money than he, a mere major, had ever seen before. With a thick marker pen he had written the pin number for each on the back of the corresponding card. Heading north, with Constantine on the lookout for down and outs they made a present of each one to each bagman and bag lady they saw. Confident that his superiors would not cancel the cards immediately, in the hope the transactions would trap him, they then picked up the M25 circular motorway and drove anti-clockwise around London to Southampton. For a time anyway, he hoped to throw the hunters off the trail.
Constantine had left the hotel right after booking them in to find food, and buy an early paper. There had been no news on the radio regarding the information he had passed to the police. He wished he had instructed Carmichael and Berria to stay in the Essex farm with the Irish but it was too late now to fret about it. He would have been far happier had they all been under one roof when the British came to call. Breakfast was not for two hours� and they were both famished. Svetlana hit the shower before climbing between the sheets of the double bed and was asleep in minutes.
Returning to the hotel, armed with a pair of fast food breakfasts, Constantine had let himself into the room to find it held only the one bed, and that was occupied. Warm muffins and maple syrup were quickly disposed of and washed down with watery coke because the ice had melted, how he detested capitalism at times, using the minimum ingredients augmented by frozen water to make you think you had your money�s worth.
He looked over at the mass of reddish brown spread over both pillows. Despite the fatigue he felt his pulse quicken as he gazed upon the sleeping form. With a rueful shake of the head he bypassed the bed and washed, before using a towel as a pillow and the spare blanket that was provided, to make his bed on the floor. In a few minutes, he too was sound asleep.
The Commissioners Office, New Scotland Yard, London: 1000hrs 25th March
Old Scotland Yard near Westminster Bridge took its name from being stood upon the site of where the old Scottish embassy had been located back before the United Kingdom had been a united kingdom, but a relatively short walk from Victoria train station along Victoria Street, SW1 will bring you to the newer headquarters of the Metropolitan Police. The entrance to this statement of 1960�s architecture is on a small side road called rather ridiculously �Broadway�. Police officers refer to the building either as �NSY� or as �C.O� after the headquarters of the year 1829, which had been a not overly large house located at 4 Whitehall Place and known simply in its day as the �Commissioners Office�.
This morning the current holder of that office was looking rather in need of a properly cooked breakfast and twelve hours� uninterrupted sleep. The prime minister along with the commander of land forces (UK), the Head of SIS, the CIA Head of Station (London) and the Home and Foreign secretaries were sat in comfortable chairs in his office.
Ostensibly the PM was present due to the killing of the police officers in Rotherhithe the previous day as the nights operations were as yet not public knowledge. When the debrief details had arrived from those operations the commissioner had prepared a briefing for the PM, that had been 0730. The commissioners temper had been severely taxed by the PM�s delaying his arrival until arrangements had been made to exploit the occasion as a photo opportunity outside the main entrance.
The plain clothes Inspector in charge of the PM�s close protection team handed the commissioner a sheet of message paper that he read without change of expression on his face and waited until everyone was settled and the door to his office closed.
�Twenty four hours� ago in a building awaiting demolition in Rotherhithe, southeast London, a young black male, a petty thief, was tortured and killed by a group of Irish terrorists led by a disgraced former British Army officer and a former KGB agent. Transcripts of a telephone call between the ex-agent, Alexandra Berria and her believed employer are on page three of your briefing folders. You will see that she addresses the man at one point as �Comrade Peridenko�. In the same phone call several mentions are made to �The suitcase�. The full details are in your folders but in short we suspect that at some time previously a third party stole an item of property. This item was a suitcase and its contents of sufficient importance to justify, in their minds, the torture and murder of this young man in order to retrieve it. At some point the suspects were disturbed by the arrival of six of my officers. These people murdered all of those officers. If I may again refer to the telephone call by the Berria woman, it would seem another petty criminal may have committed the original theft of the case, his name is Jubi Asejoke. The dead officers presence was coincidentally to execute an arrest warrant for that same person.
Late last night, here at NSY we received a series of telephone calls. The first call, by a foreign sounding male, led us to find the same Jubi Asejoke, who is now in custody. A woman with an educated English accent made the second; she named the Berria woman, the ex-army officer and all the terrorists along with two addresses where they could be found if we moved quickly. The third call was by someone disguising his or her voice electronically. It was essentially a bomb threat to a Synagogue in south London. My officers found a metal suitcase that smelt, to them, very strongly of plastic explosive. �Expo� was called out, that is our on-call bomb disposal officer, or explosives officer to give his official title�, he added for the benefit of the American Intelligence officer and continued with the briefing.
�The case was x-rayed and immediately afterwards the cordons around the site moved from 200 feet to 1 mile. A.W.E, the Atomic Weapons Establishment at Aldermaston sent a team which found the suitcase to contain an unarmed 2-kiloton nuclear weapon of Russian origin. The recordings of the voices in all three of the calls made to us have been for analysis at the audio laboratories, I have the findings here. Any recordings currently on file did not identify the female�s voice with either the SIS or us. The electronically disguised voice took some time; however, it belongs to the same male who called with Asejoke�s location. Both Special Branch and the SIS have identified the voice from previous intercepts on file as belonging to a Major Constantine Bedonavich of the Russian Air Force. His current post is that of deputy military attach� at their Embassy here in London. As you will see from the transcript of both the phone call and those of her conversation soon afterwards with the ex-army officer, Anthony Carmichael, their employer wanted Bedonavich dead and what he wanted for Bedonavich�s female companion is simply nauseating.� The commissioner paused at that point before moving on.
�Acting on the information from the young woman�s call to us, the Home Secretary authorised military assistance in the apprehension of those responsible for the murder of my officers. At 0430hrs this morning, my officers and two Troops of G Squadron, 22 Special Air Service Regiment, raided a house in St Johns Wood and a farmhouse in Essex. There were four fatalities among the suspects occupying the two addresses and several arrests made under the Prevention of Terrorism Act. I am ashamed to say that one of those arrested is a serving police officer from the National Criminal Investigation Service. In the London address we found hard copy supplied by that officer to the Russian Embassy here relating to Jubi Asejoke along with passwords and user names that would permit access to the Police National Computer and files relating to the murder investigation of my officers. In the Essex farm we have seized documents that detail a plan to detonate a bomb in the Rotherhithe tunnel eight days from now�
The commissioner looked directly at the PM before concluding. �In short we have evidence that the Russian government has supplied Irish terrorists with a nuclear bomb. Those same terrorists would have detonated that bomb in this city� call me quaint and old fashioned Prime Minister, but does that not constitute an act of war?�
Art Petrucci, the CIA head of station looked at the British PM and was very disturbed by what he saw. Jesus Christ, he thought. This guy is out of his depth, without a spin-doctor in tow he is totally fucked! The PM did not reply to the commissioners question.
The commissioner had long ago formed an opinion similar to Art Petrucci�s.
Unlike many in office in government Sir Richard was no one�s political appointee and certainly no yes man. He was outspoken in his criticism of this governments policies where it adversely affected or interfered with the business of fighting crime.
The commissioner had known for some time his days were numbered, as soon as a suitably amenable replacement was found he would be out. As far as he was concerned that allowed him carte blanche to do the job, as it needed to be done, until the axe fell.
�One of my officers was wounded in the assault on the St Johns Wood address; otherwise there were no casualties on our side. There is one terrorist critically ill and under armed guard in hospital. The remainder are in the secure cells at Paddington Green. I am formally asking for the assistance of international law enforcement and intelligence agencies. As you can see before you, Major Bedonavich and his companion would appear to be on the run. They may be able to assist us with any other information they possess. If nothing else we owe them protection and a debt of gratitude.� The PM merely nodded whilst Marjorie Willet-Haugh, the SIS chief looked at the PM for assent before answering
�Of course�. She was another PM appointee.
This Brit PM, who hadn�t opened his mouth once, puzzled Petrucci; it was as if all or some of this information was not news to him. This whole meeting had an awkward feel to it with mutual dislike and mistrust heavy in the air.
Looking again at the silent PM the commissioner added.
�I imagine that the Russians will be most eager to detain their people. Should it come to my knowledge that this country lends them any assistance in so doing, for whatever reason, then the person responsible will find him or herself in one of my cells charged with perverting the course of justice and treason. I have just presented evidence to you of the murder of unarmed police officers. The youngest was 23. Those murders were sanctioned by a foreign power that also assisted in a plot to destroy a large part of this city along with up to a million citizens. I am fully aware that a 10 billion pound trade deal is being secretly brokered with that same country.� The Foreign Secretary shot a startled look at the PM before standing and confronting the commissioner.
�Now see here� �
The Commissioner silenced him with a look before nodding toward the CIA officer.
�My reason for requesting Mr Petrucci�s presence was to ask his assistance in this matter, I am now glad of his presence for another matter that I have only recently become aware of.� The commissioners face-hardened.
�If you would please bear witness Mr Petrucci?� The commissioner faced the PM.
�Mr Prime Minister, do you deny that you received a telephone call this morning at 8.23am from the premier of the Russian Federation?� Aside from a ghost of a look of surprise the PM merely avoided the senior policeman�s stare.
�Waiting outside this office are your close protection officers. As members of the Metropolitan Police Service they answer to me whilst I am in office and that is why I know your closing remark to that man was �Leave it to me, you can be assured of our full cooperation.� Two of my officers were present during that call.�
The Home Secretary was on his feet.
�Commissioner, I demand that you apologise to the Prime Minister at once or I will be forced to require your resignation forthwith!� he stormed. The commissioner was not moved in the slightest.
�Sir, in avoiding responsibility for the policing of London you created a police authority to take any blame instead. This does of course mean that I no longer answer directly to you.� For a long moment the politician stared at the policeman before backing down.
As the Home Secretary resumed his seat Art Petrucci could not resist leaning forwards to look along the line of chairs at him.
�Shot yourself in the foot with that one didn�t you fella�.
For the first time since the briefing had begun the PM spoke. �Commissioner, I did indeed receive a request from the Russian premier. However I was not aware of the full facts until now. Please rest assured that any such agreement I may have made is now void�. Although the PM�s reassuring smile was the product of hours� of coaching by experts it failed to reach his eyes on this occasion.
Looking at each of the persons present the commissioner stated finally.
�That concludes my briefing, Lady and Gentlemen. Mr Petrucci, my aide will assist with any communication with Langley or Washington you wish to make rather than waiting until your return to Grosvenor Square. Now if you will excuse me, I have six sets of widows and grieving relatives to visit.�
The Home Secretary, still angered, chose absolutely the wrong time to seize the policeman�s arm as he passed.
�When will my personal secretary receive the next of kin details of the officers as we have twice demanded them and received no acknowledgement?� He received a harsh stare.
�I believe Clare Hughes father spoke for all the families when he said that outliving ones children is a very personal tragedy and not a timely photo opportunity to slow the PM�s fall in the polls!� As the politician had still not released his arm he continued.
�The last man to grab my arm was a skinhead during the Southall riot. Would you like to see how that situation ended?� His arm was quickly released and he strode from the room without a backward glance.
Art Petrucci had to pinch himself to prove that he was really witness to this. A London Bobby had threatened, no, promised his prime minister that he was going to throw his butt in jail if he interfered in a police investigation. His report to Washington was going to be classified so high it wouldn�t become available under the Freedom of Information Act for a thousand years he chuckled to himself.
He already had the commissioners permission to use the secure communications facilities here and the connection with the Russian government had to be reported immediately to his own government, walking briskly he left to find the aide.
Situation Room, White House
The coffee maker was this morning in constant use in the Situation room. It was getting on toward twenty-four hours� since most of the people in this room had last slept. The briefer from the National Security Agency, the NSA, had finished outlining why the Mao and its construction hadn�t been discovered until now.
The presidents� temper was running thin.
�How much else have we missed and how long has it being going on?� Looking toward the NSA Director for support and seeing her boss was apparently distracted by something on the ceiling that the briefer couldn�t see she looked back to the president.
�Sir, the only way to discover that would be to cross reference Foreign RORSAT and non-intelligence agencies satellite data or to track down the means used to subvert our Intel. My personal theory on the second is that it is a sophisticated program that has been inserted into the mainframe, I would start there. As to the first, it will take unknown man-hours� to hand check the data. Assuming the Mao was built from scratch we could be talking about hand checking three years� worth of photographs and radar scans� sir.� The president took a deep breath. He desperately wanted to scream at someone, but a lowly briefer would be a cheap shot target.
�Young lady, if you were the NSA Director� � he paused to glance meaningfully at her boss before looking back at her and continuing, �� which is not beyond the bounds of possibility, what would you do?�
After a moment�s pause, during which time she mentally replied �I�d expect to get my ass fired� she answered. �I would put all resources on a full systems audit starting at the download site end and work forward. Once the program was found I could determine when it was inserted. From there it would be a case of method and opportunity� detective work to find the culprit at the same time as auditing all other systems for other subversive programs and sub routines.�
�What did you major in and how long have you been with the NSA young lady?� was the next question.
�I have a BA in advanced systems analysis, I am working on my Masters and I have been with the NSA for four years sir.� Jesus she thought, he�s going to fire me.
�Jack!� called out the president to his NSA chief.
�Yes, Mr President?�
�Who is your systems security specialist?�
�Harry Nakajima sir, he�s a good man.�
�Not good enough by a long shot so fire his sorry ass and meet your new one.� Giving a brief smile to the briefer he nodded his head toward the door, signalling her meteoric promotion and permission to depart the room.
�Who is next?� he asked.
Scott Tafler began his briefing from the time O�Connor had been hired. Max had gotten him the permission he had asked for and she had not held back in assisting him. Thirty-five minutes later he ended with Peridenko�s file and a reminder to those present of the details of the device found in London.
�Why do you suppose that China is involved in this, it sounds like a red herring answer regards the financing thing?� General Shaw asked him.
�Sir, this whole thing could just be freak coincidence. Yet Peridenko was once upon a time in charge of the device in London, and a hell of a lot more of them besides. We know that he is still thick with the Premier. We know that none of the O�Connor data showed any Chinese targets.� Scott took a moment before continuing.
�Apart from a year as mosquito food in the Louisiana National Guard I have no military experience sir, yet to me it seems unrealistic for Russia to attempt an end run with the forces they have and have to watch the back door too. Sixty percent of the targets on the list could not be exploited by Russia; they are too far east sir�
General Shaw leant forward.
�The question was about a theoretical Russian Chinese pact by rebels or terrorists� who the hell said anything about their Governments and armed forces getting involved?�
�General, what would be the point of merely blowing up our cities and bases. If we didn�t retaliate militarily once we identified the origins of the weapons we would starve them to death. There is a saying I once heard �Do not intimidate a strong enemy, either destroy him or leave him the hell alone,� replied Scott.
�General Tsun Tsu, in The Art of War?� queried the general.
Scott could not help but grin widely.
�Actually sir it was Captain James T. Kirk, in the Starship Enterprise,� corrected Scott to the first laughter heard in the room for many hours�.
The president nodded to Scott once the last chuckle had ceased.
�I accept your connection between this Peridenko and terrorism as credible. I do not feel however that there is anything to connect his government or the People�s Republic of China. Many ex reds went rogue when they got laid off. So far we have seen nothing to suppose that this is anything more than terrorism.�
After thanking Scott and waiting until he had left the room he addressed the staff.
�I think we can take it as read that the Chinese are behind the satellite thing and that carrier of theirs is the reason. If that sonofabitch in the previous administration hadn�t been so damn scared of them not buying from us this may not have happened. His party may blame our proposed ICBM shield as the reason for their recent nuclear and conventional step-up but I think it was him showing too much soft underbelly. Does anyone here see anything that connects the Chinese carrier with these suitcase bombs?�
With a negative reply from them he called for his State Department to issue some notes to the Russian and Chinese ambassadors before sending everyone home to bed.
Over in England at this time the post operational debrief material had just arrived on the commissioners desk.
CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia
Once again Scott arrived late for work although this time he not only had an excuse; he also had a note from the Director of the CIA, Terry Jones himself.
Scott�s first stop was the bosses office.
�I understand that despite the hour� and lack of time, you sold part of your theory?� Max said, once he had waved Scott to a seat and got them both coffees.
�The device in London went a long way toward firming it up. Do you want the full skinny, not just my bit?� said Scott.
�I already know the Chinese have a blue water Navy in the form of a modern carrier group we never suspected. The geeks are on triple time doing an audit of all intelligence agencies computer systems. FBI are getting the ducking boards ready for the witch-hunt that will surely cometh and we are at DefCon 4�, was Max�s reply.
�We have been at 4 since September 11, if not in word then in deed� taking a sip of his coffee Scott went on.
�That London business is still running but the president is unwilling to take the next step without evidence that this is not just the work of a crazy ex spook. By that I mean declaring war on someone. However, the ambassadors from both countries are being handed �Just so long as you know we know� notes. All units worldwide are to increase their readiness for action, but now that we know the President feels that will be the end of it, officially anyway. I wasn�t party to most of what was said but every location on the O�Connor stuff has been warn� � The ringing of Max�s phone interrupted him mid-sentence.
�Reynolds?� Max listened for a minute before replacing the receiver and grabbed his jacket.
�I have to go to a briefing of department heads; we just jumped all the way up to DefCon 2. It would seem the Brits got a solid link between the Kremlin, the killing of some rookie English Bobbies and the group planning to blow up London. Finish your coffee Scott, the Director wants you in his office soonest�. Scott was beginning to wish he had called in sick.
�Wrap a rubber band �round my waist and call me yo-yo� He looked at his watch, the traffic was going to be a sonofabitch!
Southampton, England
The sound of the shower awoke Svetlana and it took a few moments to recall where she was. After a few seconds more she slid from between the sheets and stretched. According to the clock on the wall she had slept for eight hours�. Looking down at the foot of the bed she saw the towel and blankets, recognising them for what they where she shook her head and smiled before gathering and folding them.
She looked herself up and down in the full-length mirror on the rear of the wardrobe door before opening the door to the bathroom a crack. The steam issuing from the shower cubicle would mask the lack of makeup she decided and striding in she opened the cubicle door. The waft of cooler air caused Constantine to turn hurriedly and wipe water clear of his eyes in alarm. Svetlana was stood there naked. He opened his mouth to protest but he saw the look in her eyes. The amorous look in them almost made him look over his shoulder to see who it was really directed at and despite the warmth of the moisture laden air her nipples were growing hard and proud before his eyes.
�I don�t think this is a very good idea� he told her as firmly as he could. Svetlana looked down his body before looking back up into his eyes with a smugly satisfied smile playing on her lips.
�Apparently you do, sir�. Stepping into the cubicle she pulled closed the door behind herself and with one hand on his chest pressed him back against the far wall of the shower and looking him in the eyes with a smouldering look. In an equally firm voice she said.
�I have never gone to a hotel room with a man without our both having at least three orgasms before I left it, and I don�t aim to start dropping my standards � so I am now going to do to you, what young Jubi thought I was going to do to him.�
She knelt before him in the shower but her eyes remained looking upwards into his as she took his erection deep into her mouth and cupped his balls in her left hand whilst the thumb and index finger of the right encircled him and began an up and down motion. Less than a minute later the Russian air force surrendered totally to a mere naked civilian in a two star hotel in Hampshire.
North Pacific: Same time.
The north Pacific has very little in common with the south Pacific other than co-ownership of half a title. There are no warm, gold sanded beaches or semi-clad beauties with natural tans evident anywhere.
Currently moving at 15 knots, 600ft below the surface the Los Angeles class attack submarine USS Commanche was electronically sniffing away for a scent of their quarry. Diverted from her mission to boldly map the cold-water currents where no one had mapped before, along the east coast of the American continent. Actually it had been done several times before and until their president honoured the Kyoto agreement, the world began to educate itself, pull in the reins on all forms of pollution, and then it would be done again and again as global warming altered the way of things. At least that was the opinion of Dr David Bowman, who was not at this moment a happy man. The oceanographic survey on which he was working was on a tight schedule. The skipper, Captain Joe Hart, had assured him that the detour they were making would still leave them with plenty of time to return and complete the job. However, five hours� later a message was received and they had gone to DefCon 2. They were still heading for the area the detour directed them at but no explanation from the Navy ashore as to why they were on an increased alert state that was last implemented during the Cuban missile crisis. It would have helped had the skipper told him what was at the end, what was so important as to pull them off the task he had been contracted to perform.
Joe Hart on the other hand was more than happy to be doing anything but skulking along with a thermometer sticking out the window checking if water molecules were running a temperature. The target was a carrier, believed to be Chinese with a nuclear power plant. His original orders were to find and evaluate. That had now changed to all of the above � plus, shadow. That was more like real sailor man work. He ordered the boat to slow to five knots and come up to 70 feet in order to stream the floating antennae. He expected a general sitrep to follow behind the issuance of the DefCon step-up; no one liked being kept in the dark.
Two other submarines were also involved with the carrier group. HMS Hood, a Trafalgar class submarine had cut short its visit to Taipei and was heading northwards on a bearing of 070�. The other was an Akula class Hunter Killer. The Gegarin had orders not to let anyone near its charge, the carrier. She was heading 180� and rather closer to the Commanche than she was to the Mao.
There were also some fairly un-warlike looking vessels too, seventeen deep sea trawlers of the People�s Republic sporting items acquired by means of espionage over the recent years. One gadget masked the ships sound by blowing bubbles into the sea to mask the propeller noise by an appreciable extent. The second was the ATA, Advanced Towed Array, essentially a highly sophisticated microphone trailing behind the ship to a distance where the degradation of its performance by the ships noise was greatly reduced.
The Hood and the Commanche also possessed the ATA but not the Prairie Masker system.
It was a bit of a game of one-upmanship, staying ahead of the opposition by research and innovation, with a little help from skulduggery when the opportunity arrived.
For a time in the early 80�s the Warsaw Pact submarine fleet held that tactical advantage with a new towed array which was a big improvement for them and it was more than a match for the West�s towed array of the time.
In 1982, following a very publicised conventional role of her part in the Falklands War, the Royal Navy nuclear powered Hunter Killer submarine HMS Conqueror re-entered port flying the white ensign of course, and also the skull and cross bones, denoting she had sunk an enemy warship (the cruiser Belgrano). That flag also carried a small dagger in one corner which most took to mean she had been actively engaged in a Special Forces operation, landing Special Boat Service and Special Air Service troops on an enemy coast. However this is not quite correct as she had been way up north at the time Argentina invaded, and picking pockets like the Artful Dodger in Russian waters. Fitted with an ingenious contraption of US design the British vessel had stalked a Russian spy ship, carefully clamping a robot arm of some description to its towed array before cutting through the tow and stealing off into the night with her prize. The US device had been designed to sever the tow in such a way as to leave the Russian�s believing another vessel passing over it had cut it by accident, or that it had snagged on a wreck somehow.
Great lengths are taken, at great expense, to be too quiet to be heard by the other guy whilst being able to hear him.
USS Commanche and HMS Hood�s propellers cost considerably more than fishing boats and the top secret method of their construction had once put those years ahead of the Soviet Union in terms of quieting the ship. However, one day in the 1980�s a German traitor had sold that secret to the opposition. The west though had still managed to stay ahead with other innovations. The noise from the pumps on their power plants for instance, were mere whispers compared with Russian and Chinese boats.
The two western submarines were generating noise but remarkably little considering their complex makeup of machine parts and size as they moved through the water. Rubber panels assisted in muffling the noise of their operation, and depth helped too. The Russian Akula however could dive much deeper than its opposite numbers, yet had not mastered the art of near silence.
Three weeks before at the Gold crew�s pre cruise party. Captain Hart had been almost affable to Dave Bowman. It had been the first time he had met the captain and the crew he would spend the next six months with. As a last minute replacement for a colleague with appendicitis he had been introduced and then abandoned by someone from the Admirals staff. When the youngster�s antics had got too boisterous for the old folks, everyone over twenty-six had gravitated outside beside the hotel pool and away from the too loud music. Although Dave Bowman owed his living to the sea he knew little of submariners or their expensive charges.
Joe Hart had chatted away to him about the subject that had fascinated him ever since he had seen a rerun of Voyage to the bottom of the sea in the first grade. The stealth of his vessel was a matter of intense pride to the captain.
�The secret of successful naval warfare was once to have the best radar to see over the horizon and sonar to see below the waves.� He had told Dave.
�Man is fiendish in his counter-weapon inventiveness. He has learnt to go beyond merely finding a defence against his enemy�s weapons; he can now kill him with them.� They had sat in comfy sun loungers staring across to the water beyond the lights of the city below.
�The battle winners of yesteryear if flagrantly used today will only assist the enemy in his quest to find you first and kill you. A popular defence in nature is to be bigger and louder than the other dinosaur, wolf, bear or tiger. The less ferocious and less large just get out of the way faster or hide a lot better.� Dave had smiled at the captains� analogy.
�The big guys hog the top of the food chain while the small but sprightly and the better at hide-and seek are hardly likely to become masters of the universe are they?� Signalling for refills for them both he had looked at Dave with an ironic smile.
�Yet here we are, king of the hill, top of the food chain, call it what you will, but the way we stay alive is to be quieter than the other guy and have smaller, more compact weapons of war with which to bash each other over the head with. It�s all rather un-natural really isn�t it?� Those had been possibly the only reasonably friendly words the captain had spoken to him.
The complex system he was sat before was powered down when the detour began. Not that power was a problem, the USS Commanche�s power plant could run a small town, but with no point in continuing the readings
It was just one extra piece of unnecessary noise.
Another vessel abroad on those frigid seas was crewed by a retired English couple whom had sold their home and sailed from the UK in a 30� Ketch to visited kin in Australia and New Zealand. They had topped up their supplies in a small fishing village near the northern tip of Japan two days before. Homeward bound (ish) via a few dozen places they had never seen before. Their next stop was Alaska where they would then turn south for the Panama Canal via Canada, California and Mexico.
Aboard the PLAN Aircraft Carrier Mao
Captain Hong surveyed his domain for the first time from the bridge of his country�s flagship. Having only arrived four hours� before he had been busy sorting out the chaos of getting his equally newly arrived crew into their quarters before the business of their training by the relatively small Russian crew began. Even though he was his county's most experienced destroyer captain, this was going to be something like going from roller skates to the steering wheel of a juggernaut overnight. He felt the ship heel over slightly into the wind and turned to look aft over the bridge wing. A twin engine Antonov transport aircraft could just barely be made out by its landing lights turning behind the ship on its approach. This would be his pilot�s first experience of a carrier landing� and none of them were behind the controls. He watched, as the aircraft seemed to stagger and then recover as its Russian pilot earned his keep staying on the correct glide path. If he had believed in God, Captain Hong would have thanked Christ that he had arrived by rotary wing means and not fixed!
Hong knew that he had only eight days after which time they would be at war with a country with six carrier groups in the Pacific. The Russian Admiral Kuznetsov carrier group was already in Chinese waters and they were due to join with the Mao in four days for a joint exercise but he had grave doubts that the time they had to prepare would be enough to match America�s years of carrier expertise. If, and it was a big if, the bombs at Pearl Harbour, San Diego, Sasebo and Yokosuka caught any of the US carriers and their logistics vessels at anchor, then they would only have three carrier groups to tackle. Land based airpower would sink the remainder if they attempted to intervene in the invasion plans of Japan, Taipei and the Philippines. The PLAA had 4000 combat aircraft in place to support the operation. Three regiments of Backfire bombers purchased from the Soviet Union just before the fall of their regime, were all nuclear capable and they were earmarked for carrier hunting. He was banking on those aircraft to cover his ships until they were capable of competent air operations. Which in reality was likely to be several weeks after the first shots were fired despite his having the best sailors his Navy could offer?
Once the US Seventh Fleets teeth were pulled China would have free rein to do as it wished. Travelling by rail was the never activated reactor built for the Ul�yanovsk before her untimely visit to the breakers. Plans were now in hand, using the Ul�yanovsk�s blue prints to begin building another carrier for the PLAN, but it would be two years at the earliest before she would be launched.
�Do you approve of your new command comrade?� Hong turned to face Vice Admiral Putchev.
�Pardon me for not welcoming you aboard but we are short-handed and there was a problem in engineering.� Said the Russian who had a smudge of oil on the side of his neck and wore under his greatcoat a pair of coveralls that had seen much service.
Hong kept his face from showing surprise, firstly the man�s command of his language was very good and secondly no command level officer in his navy would ever consider getting his hands dirty on such a task.
�I was unaware that you were a qualified ships engineer comrade Admiral?� He received a broad grin in return.
�I am baffled by the workings of my daughters motor scooter engine Captain. My engineering staff required extra muscle rather than genius and I happened to be passing.� And that would definitely never happen on a PLAN warship.
Twisting to peer at his new home, Lieutenant Fu Shen was aboard the second Antonov carrying pilots to the ship. The young officer was actually thrilling at the prospect of his first landing on a carrier, unlike his squadron commander, Major Lee who was sat bolt upright in his seat and looking neither left nor right. His knuckles were white where they gripped his knees. After a nightmare journey just to get this far they would have a few hours� sleep before flying off in the early hours� to practice carrier landings on a very forgiving military air station. The Russian Naval Air Station runway was equipped with arrester wire gear on the coast near Ust�-Kanichtsk. Whilst the Mao group sailed in circles for four days the brand new air group would train. They had two days in which to become sufficiently skilled at landing in both day and night in the relatively safe surroundings of the rock steady practice ground on land before practising the same thing on the Mao.
The Antonov lurched in the air as the unpredictable updrafts toyed with it. Lt Fu Shen clapped his hands with glee whilst opposite him Major Lee closed his eyes and wished he had joined the infantry.
School of Infantry, Brecon: 0815hrs 26th March
No matter where you are in the world, if you are in the British Army and not already engaged in some actual work, 0815hrs means muster parade. At 0810hrs the tuneless bellow of
�Right then� Get-outside-and-get-fell-in!� will reverberate through barrack rooms. The sick, lame and lazy, as all those on restricted duties are known, are also required to be there unless they have a �sick chit� from the MO, medical officer, expressively excusing them. WO2s, the Company, Squadron and Battery Sergeant Majors �Call the Roll� and lord have mercy on any latecomers and those absent without reasonable excuse! Christmas day is the WOs tonsils only day off.
At this official start of the Army�s working day all matter of business is dispensed, from soldiers being shouted at and reported for �dirty boots� (not polished and buffed in the past 15 minutes) to the verbal notification of the day�s events. �Postings Out� and courses are also announced despite the fact that all of the above will have been posted on the Company/Squadron/Battery notice board outside the Company Office the previous afternoon in Company Orders/Daily Detail.
At 0810hrs on this rather drizzly morning, CSM Probert was making his way from the Orderly room where he had been summoned from the Warrant Officers and Sergeants Mess a half hour before. The schedule posted the previous day had changed in a way that caused him concern. The young non-commissioned officers of Section Commanders Course number 95 were already outside their accommodation block.
Having finished the �Patrolling� phase of the course they were due to begin �Defence� in two says time. Today was intended to be one of instruction in Field Engineering, use of explosives in the preparation of trenches. The Duty Student called the Course to properly at ease. With his millboard in his left hand Colin wheeled to face them and drove his feet in.
�Course� Course �shun!� Colin Probert looked along the ranks to check everyone was there rather than subject the paperwork on his millboard to the elements by formerly calling the Roll.
�Hands up anyone who wants to go home?� This was the way Colin always finished his muster parades and the students always grinned and put their hands up. Any that did not he would accuse of being �Brown nosing wankers who would fit in well in the RAF�, (Royal Air Force). Today his use of it immediately caught them all off guard.
�Tough shit people, you are all going home, as are myself, the other instructors and the schools staff included�. There were puzzled expressions amongst the students and their instructors, who were at the rear.
�I do not know what is going on so don�t bother to ask. Those of you who require travel warrants, and that will be all of the students, the Duty Student will collect them from the Orderly Room at 0930hrs and distribute them. You will return all Course equipment to the stores, clean, by 1145hrs.� He looked at the puzzled expressions on the faces of all before him, including �Fanny M�.
�I want all kit outside ready to go, bedding stripped, sheets, pillow cases and mattress covers laid out, lockers open, wash house and rooms cleaned, ready for inspection by 1415hrs� Do you all understand?� Pausing to look at them all for a second before reminding them there was an officer on parade, Senior Lieutenant Bordenko, and barked.
�Dis� miss!� The students turned to the right and saluted before they hurried away chattering to one another about whatever the hell was going on.
As the instructors began to approach to ask questions Colin called out to a bemused Lt Bordenko to please wait, he told the instructors to wait in the WO and Sgt's Mess where he would brief them on what he did know in ten minutes.
Colin went over to Nikoli Bordenko and saluted.
�Sir, our Ministry of Defence has ordered that you and all the other visiting Russian service personnel with British units be detained prior to repatriation back to Russia. I am to escort you to the Officers Mess where an Officer will accompany you to your room whilst you pack. He will remain with you until your escort arrives from the RMP, that won�t be for a couple of hours� yet.� Nikoli looked bewildered.
�Does this have any connection with this facility closing, Colin?� After looking about to ensure there was no one in earshot to hear him address an Officer by first name, he led Nikoli toward the Officers Mess.
�Fanny mate, I haven�t heard much more than I told the lads, but I do know that the Queen has signed the War Order which permits the calling up of reservists, so I would have to guess that it�s all connected.� Nikoli was deep in thought for a moment.
�I have a cousin, second cousin actually and we are not too well acquainted. I believe there was bad blood between our Grandmothers� he offered in explanation.
�But he is in London, the deputy military attach� Nikoli stopped as the Mess came into sight.
�If I could be permitted to telephone the Embassy then perhaps I could tell you more?� Colin smiled and shook his head.
�As it may well be that our countries are going to be at odds I have to say no fucking way. The lines would probably be tapped and I�d get in the shit.� Colin removed his beret before entering the Officers Mess and stood inside the entrance.
�I cannot see it coming to a shooting match, but you take care of yourself sir,� he said earnestly.
�You Para�s think the whole deal is jumping out of an aeroplane, and once you land you stand around looking butch and expecting the press to be there. That�s why Para�s are so piss easy to spot, they are the only items of �shrubbery� presenting their best profile,� he added smiling. It was a favourite dig of his at the airborne brethren and had used it often on Nikoli over the past six weeks. An officer was approaching from the dining room and Nikoli told Colin.
�Fuck off and shag a sheep Sarn�t Major,� smilingly referring to the unofficial nickname other units had for Colin's regiment. They shook hands firmly as Nikoli�s new escort arrived and then went their separate ways.
As Colin made his way toward the WOs and Sgt�s Mess an unmarked car with Army index plates drove past him from the direction of the Guardroom. Inside were a uniformed Royal Military Police captain of the female variety and an RMP staff sergeant. Colin looked at his watch and hoped he would make as good time back to London as they had coming up.
The rest of the morning was a busy one. Not only had the instructors to supervise the student�s cleaning and return of kit to the stores and the hand-over of the accommodation, they had their own to do also.
Colin was having a sandwich and a mug of tea in the Mess at NAAFI break when a Mess waiter passed him a message. Going to the entrance Colin saw an RMP lieutenant and sergeant waiting. Halting at attention before the RMP lieutenant he noticed the officer was looking vexed.
�Sir, company sarn�t major Probert� you sent for me sir?�
�CSM� you escorted Lt Bordenko to the officers Mess after muster parade, is that correct?� he was asked.
�Is there a problem sir?�
The officer ignored the question.
�Did he say anything to you on the way?�
Colin immediately thought the Russian had managed to ring his cousin.
�Sir, he said he wanted to ring the Russian Embassy, his cousin is the deputy military attach� he said. I told him he couldn�t, sir.� As the RMP was still looking troubled, Colin added.
�I�m sure his escort can sort out any queries if you call them.�
�That�s just it CSM,� the lieutenant replied,
�We are his escort!�
Fort Hood, Texas: Same time
The wash bays at Fort Hood were in constant use as the AFVs and other vehicles of the curtailed Exercise �Cherokee Lance� washed away the dirt and grime collected off the Texas countryside.
The smallest self-contained unit in the present make-up of things in a modern western army is the Company or Squadron. Dual redundancy is a fairly modern buzzword that means common sense in reality. In military personnel terms it means that at least two ranks below should be capable of taking over the more senior role. This morning that was in temporary evidence as there was not an officer in sight. Whilst the commissioned officers were being briefed, the warrant and non-commissioned ranks were cracking on with the job, and as usual making a generally better job of it
Officers only stay in one job for a while before moving on, they are the jack of whatever trade they had performed. NCOs on the other hand spent longer in each role; they are the masters at knowing what needs to be done and the short cuts to get there quickest.
Sgt Rebecca Hemmings, REME, stepped back from her armoured recovery vehicle and tossed the bass broom she had been using on those hard to shift stains. Her detachment had replaced two engine packs during the exercise and she had a feeling that the defective items would be needed sooner rather than later. She wanted get the packs into their mobile workshop soonest, before everyone was fallen out to their beds. It would save a couple of hours� in the long run. She was tightening a section of cam, camouflage net, where the wire tie securing it had come undone when a hand brushed away a lock of hair that had escaped from under her beret.
M/Sgt Bart Kopak had been light heartedly pursuing Becky since the Brits had arrived, with limited success. It was not that Becky didn�t like Bart but she was married to a Petty Officer aboard HMS Cuchullainn, first of the Hero class destroyers. Their married quarters down the road at Catterick camp was frequently absent one of them, but that did not make their marriage any less secure. Becky knew her husband would keep his trousers on in Singapore and Manila during his present voyage and she would do the same. Kopak however, was apparently persistent if nothing else.
�Does Mrs Kopak know you act like this?� Swatting away his hand, she was tired, dirty and in no mood to be tactful. Bart had not meant it to seem a predatory act. He intended to ask her if she wanted to join himself and his buddies at a local watering hole the next day, the errant lock of hair had seemed very becoming. If he hadn�t been so tired himself he would not have allowed the impulse to become action. Before he could explain that the only Mrs Kopak in his immediate family was his mother, there were two thuds behind him as two members of Becky�s section jumped down from their vehicle. Not liking what they had heard in Becky�s angry retort they were prepared to give whoever was responsible a kicking.
Becky saw the look in Bart�s eyes and realised that he had not intended to cause upset. The arrival of her two soldiers, whose entrance was only lacking capes and underpants worn over blue tights, made her step toward them with both hands raised.
�Whoa guys� just a misunderstanding!� As her would-be rescuers gave Bart warning stares and departed, Becky turned to Bart.
�Look, I am flattered by the attention but I am married, happily, and not interested Bart.�
He looked down at her hands.
�You don�t wear any ring�s Becky.�
She pulled on the cord around her neck and fished out her I.D tags. A tiny velvet bag was strung on the same cord.
�I�m a mechanical engineer Bart, at best they would get damaged and at worst I�d lose a finger,� she explained before tucking them back out of sight.
�I was just going to ask if you and your mates wanted to join my guys and hoist a few tomorrow.� Bart�s use of the rather English term �mates� made her smile. It was rather like a well brought up person trying to say �fuck� for the first time and sound cool.
�If we can get the time we will be there, no promises though and just a pint or two, ok?�
�OK!� Bart replied, �Just a brew or two, see you there�, and left smiling.
HMS Hood, north Pacific: 1037hrs, 27th March
�New contact, bearing 327�, range 14600 yards captain� the sonar department reported. The Hood had been using a fast moving container ship to mask any noise she made on her way north. Two hours� previously they had come up to periscope depth to investigate a Chinese trawler that was barely making seaway yet not trawling, despite abundant fish nearby. The captain intended to inform the Admiralty tonight that he suspected the innocent looking ship was acting as a covert picket; she had definitely been towing some form of array. Under an awning on her deck had sat what looked very much like a second array being worked on. Photographs taken through the periscope had been examined and showed it looked scarily similar to their own. The submarines captain did not know it but had the picket ship not strayed over a Russian mud bank, uncharted on their Chinese charts, he would never have been alerted to their presence. Striking the bank had damaged the array and the mud churned up by the picket in its recovery of it had clogged its copied Prairie Masker system�s intakes, rendering the trawler detectable.
�Captain, classify new contact as Sierra four, Haizhou class destroyer.� Purchased from Russia where it was known as a Sovremenny class. 4,480 tons, top speed of 32.7 knots, two RBU-1000 ASW launchers, MG335 sonar on the bow and her own ASW helicopter. Although a multi-role surface combat ship she was a sub hunter to be respected thought Hood�s captain.
�New contact bearing 322�, range 17000 yards, Captain�. Looking up at the plot being updated constantly, they had detected the Haizhou, a Chinese warship, departing the Russian Sea of Okhotsk and heading north. By rights this new contact should be either another PLAN vessel or a merchanter.
�Captain, classify new target as Sierra five, Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier, sir.� Curiouser and curiouser thought the captain. �Captain, four new contacts, bearing from 321� to 333�, mixed ranges, nearest 17400 yards�. The ships were all being masked from the submarine by the island chain of the Kuril�Skiye Ostrova until they emerged from the channel between the two northern most clusters. According to the latest intelligence reports the Kuznetsov was supposed to be in port at Arkhangel.
Picking up the handset beside him he asked them to confirm Sierra fives classification.
�Sir, we double checked before informing you, classification is confirmed sir.� Replacing the receiver he turned to his Number One, �Well bugger me �Jimmy the One�� calling his First Lieutenant by the age old ratings nickname.
�Either someone dug a canal from the Barents Sea without telling me or someone has screwed up big time.�
White House situation room: 1900hrs
The same old faces were present from the previous meeting, all looked slightly more rested, however there was more tension present in the air.
The notes passed to the Russian and Chinese Embassy�s had so far not been responded to by either Government. The United States Ambassador in Moscow had gone to the Kremlin to seek an audience with the Russian Premier and been kept waiting for seven hours�. Finally he had been seen by a junior minister and left angered by the man's insulting remarks regarding the American accusations. As there was apparently no hope of resolving the matter quietly a special session of the UN Security Council had been called and the USA had publicly accused the Russian Federation of assisting international terrorists with nuclear weapons. The Russian delegate had sat in defiant silence throughout. Faced with the old cold war response of the Russians and the high tech attack on her intelligence satellites the United States and NATO had gone onto a war footing. This was as much in the hope that the act would bring Russia to its senses as it was to prepare for possible hostilities. It was not to be though as evidently long term subversive operations had that morning seen distinctly unfriendly parties replacing the democratically elected heads of government in the Czech Republic, Rumania, Latvia, Estonia, Hungary and The Ukraine in violent coups. In Poland, Belorussia and Lithuania, fighting was still going on after abortive coup d'�tat�s in those countries. International news agencies in Russia had been raided and all foreign journalists detained. A roundup of all foreign nationals had begun; however, emails from individuals had made it out with the news and alerted of a mass call up of reservists. There was silence now as the international phone system had been shut down.
The Iron Curtain was again erect.
General Shaw had informed the president of the receipt, via the British Admiralty, of HMS Hood�s contact report. The Kuznetsov accompanied by two Russian cruisers, the Velikiy and Nakhimov, three Haizhou/Sovremenny destroyers, either Russian or Chinese. Two Udaloy destroyers, nine Krival-1 frigates and five at-sea replenishment ships. HMS Hood had been unable to properly identify each ship due to the appearance of an Alfa class Russian hunter killer submarine and at least one suspected diesel boat. At about the same time as the submarines had been detected seaward of the Hood, sonar buoys had started being dropped by aircraft. Although confident that he was undetected and the other fellows were just being cautious, her captain had elected for caution also and slipped back to shadow at a distance but still inside the covert picket ship screen.
The USS Commanche would be in the last known area of the new Chinese carrier in 24hrs. As that was where the ships reported by Hood were also apparently heading, there would be two very capable vessels available for offensive operations if necessary against those two groups. General Shaw went on to add that the Royal Navy also had three surface warships in the Pacific waving the flag for the British armaments industry. The brand new Invincible class small carrier HMS Prince of Wales, with her Harriers, a squadron sized Royal Marine detachment, Merlin helicopters and the new naval variant of the Apache gunship. The equally new multi-role destroyer HMS Cuchullainn and the frigate HMS Malta along with an oiler and replenishment ship. The Admiralty understandably wanted to recall the ships soonest but Washington had requested that they remain in the area for the time being, at least until China could be confirmed as not being actively allied to the Russian aggressive moves. The Admiralty had responded by stating, quite reasonably, that as the US Seventh Fleet was over twice the size as the entire Royal Navy, they were hardly going to appreciably boost the available firepower in the Pacific. They would be sorely needed in the Atlantic if it came to a shooting war. Britain�s PM had predictably over-ruled the Admirals, mistaking largess for statesmanship so the ships were now attached to Seventh Fleet. The Brits were to make all speed to Japan to top up their magazines and generally replenish. They would also join with a US Aegis cruiser and additional destroyer and frigate�s to augment their screen before heading north.
North Korea was reported to be quiet and no sabre rattling present there. Its young leader�s ego was a casualty of recent threats to invade the south and use nuclear weapons, because he had been called on it and lost a lot of face when the US Military had responded with a �Are you feeling lucky, punk?� General Shaw saw no reason to reinforce at this time. In the Pacific, homeland and Europe, the general recommended all forces disperse when possible to minimise pre-emptive damage by the terrorist threat. As yet the London device was the only solid evidence that there were 99 other such weapons out there, but he wanted to minimise risk.
The National Guard had been federalised and the first reservists were reporting in. The federalised merchant shipping was arriving in port and as soon as possible the general wanted to implement the pre-set loading plan of war stores for Europe. Although only at division strength the US forces in Germany still had two armoured divisions and one mechanised divisions worth of pre-positioned equipment and the airlift had begun to move out the troops to man them.
NSA reported that the subversive program at large in their satellite Intel system had been identified, however it appeared to be booby trapped by a virus which would activate if the program were deleted or isolated and bypassed. It could be purged from the system but it would take time. On the positive side, federal warrants had been issued for the apprehension of two NSA employee�s currently at large having failed to turn up for work. The NSA director added ruefully that both were Chinese American citizens and both had access and opportunity to insert the program, which they now believed to have been in operation for the past 28 months. He added that it was a highly sophisticated piece of work that overlaid harmless images in critical areas. They did not yet know which areas of the globe were affected but so far it appeared that only relatively small areas had been disguised by the program to prevent prying eyes from learning what was really going on.
�Do we know how the Russian carrier came to be the other side of the globe from where our Intel led us to believe it was?� the president enquired.
�It had to have passed through the Bering Straits, in which case we may have screwed the pooch, but I suspect a friendly voice in Panama or Egypt would have dropped a dime on them as it passed through one of those canals. There is an investigation team enroute to Alaska now; we may have been compromised there too as their sensors are not tied into the same system as the satellites, Mr President.�
CIA and FBI both updated the president on the hunt for the devices, which may be out there somewhere. CIA had another item for the president that was a cause of concern.
�Mr President, we may have a problem in the UK� Terry Jones warned him.
�I haven�t heard anything but positive stuff from there, did I miss something?� the president asked.
�Sir, Art Petrucci, head of station has a very reliable source. Do you know of any diplomatic mission the Brits have negotiating with Russia?�
�No, what have you got?�
Once the CIA Director had laid out the information from Petrucci the president was both annoyed and curious
�Who the hell is his source?� Terry wrote it on a piece of paper and folded it before sliding it across. The president burnt the note and crushed the ashes.
�Well thank heaven not everyone of integrity has been replaced over there� keep me posted.� Turning to an aide he forced the man to bend lower as whispered in his ear.
Without change of expression the man left the room.
�General Shaw, please remain behind after this session if you would please� thank you ladies and gentlemen.� And the meeting adjourned.
Whilst Shaw waited patiently the president sat deep in thought for a few minutes collecting his thoughts.
�I now know how Eisenhower felt when France withdrew from NATO.� He said to himself.
�Sir?�
�General Shaw� would you please have some of your staff draw up contingency plans for the possibility of Britain�s declaration of neutrality.�
�There must be some mistake sir� the British have always stood shoulder to shoulder with us. What was the CIA Intel sir?�
�Firstly general, head of station trusts his source in as much as the source does not trust his own premier and has no political axe to grind whatsoever. It also appears that the British PM never envisaged ever being in the position that he does now, with a nuclear world conflict in danger of breaking out. He is reportedly hedging his bets. It seems he can talk the talk but the walk is beyond him.� The president nodded sadly.
�However, I very much doubt he speaks for the majority of his people� what do you think?�
�I have personally witnessed British soldiers drop their personal weapons and set to with the �enemy� with fists on a training exercise, sir�
The president smiled.
�Your troops, general?�
�Hell no sir, the �enemy� were Brits too� they just happened to belong to a different regiment� those guys love a fight!�
�Let us hope that is true of their present governments shadow opposition too!�
�Sir?� asked his senior soldier.
�Nothing general, just thinking aloud� I want the contingency plan to be in the utmost confidence, understood general?�
�Of course sir.�
England: Same time
Having been collected from the Officers Mess at Brecon by a very attractive female captain and silent NCO driver; the trio had driven toward London. Nikoli had chatted pleasantly with the captain and attempted to extract her telephone number, with no success but she had been amused by his attempt.
Pulling into a motorway services area Nikoli had been admiring the Captains shapely rear as it disappeared with its owner and a holdall towards the ladies when the staff sergeant driver had spoken for the first time.
�Even at 12 years old you bored the girls with your chatter Nikoli Bordenko!�
Nikoli was only able to stare at the driver. He spoke perfect Russian and apparently knew him!
Constantine had twisted around in his seat to look at his distant cousin and removed his red RMP beret.
�You are looking well Nikoli, how are your parents?�
�Constantine?�
�As you can see cousin, poor pay has forced me to take a second job,� he joked.
�What are you doing here, are you spying?�
�Nikoli, I have something important to tell you� �
Politburo Building, Beijing: 2132hrs, same day
Alone in his office Premier Chiu was in telephone conference with his opposite number in Moscow. Although there did exist an up to date video conferencing system, the Chinese leader kept secret his inability to operate it unaided. There was no one else present, as it was a private one to one between the two leaders. Another little secret that few were privy to was Chiu�s command of the Russian language.
�My dear friend, I have to say that we were rather disconcerted at the rapid reaction of the West. Your plan called for complete surprise and that has been very obviously lost?�
The voice from Moscow was confident in its reply.
�The situation has started the first cracks in the West, Comrade Chiu, and America is unaware that its allies are already seeking to distance themselves from the coming hostilities,� he did not elaborate on which country or countries, nor how many. He was confident that once Britain turned tail, other NATO signatories would follow suit. He was however discomfited by the Chinese Premiers next statement.
�Be that as it may, with the existing time table the West will be far advanced in its mobilisation by the time we attack. Unless you can suggest some preventative measures I can no longer guarantee my countries support.�
The Russian would have made as fine a poker player, as he was an accomplished chess player. His voice revealed nothing of the kick he had felt in his stomach. He had allowed for this contingency but had not wished to put that plan into action.
�Comrade Premier, were the plan advanced by four days would that assist to reassure you of its continued viability� As the cat is out of the bag so far as my country is concerned, we were already able to begin mobilisation. I am sure that there is nothing to alert the West toward yourselves. They have not made a connection between the significance of the Mao and the delivery of the terrorist device in London, indeed they do not yet known where the Mao originated. Their satellites are still unreliable and they know nothing of our combined forces preparing to strike in the Pacific.� he assured his opposite number.
�I believe that three or four days would be advantageous in destroying those military targets that would still be occupied with reporting troops and equipment.� conceded the Chinese leader. �There is I agree little to suppose that the alliance of our countries is yet known. As to our forces gathering in the north Pacific, I was informed several hours� ago that our picket ships have detected a United States Los Angeles class submarine approaching the area. Would you agree that the time has come to ensure our alliance remains secret?�
�I would indeed,� agreed the Russian.
�Good, your submarine Gegarin has been alerted and is now stalking the American,� replied Beijing.
�Then we should sink it before it has anything to transmit back to its fleet.�
The Chinese Premier smiled maliciously.
�I agree�.
Heathrow Airport, London, England: 2357hrs, same day
Scott cleared Customs and after a moment saw a board being held that bore his name. After bona fides had been checked by both parties Scott shook hands with the staff member who had apparently drawn the short straw in collecting him at this late hour.
�Flight was delayed out of Chicago, if I could have got the BA flight from Washington I�d have been in over three hours� ago. No one explained why it was necessary fly to Chicago first, is there a problem?� They left terminal 3 and walked into the English rain. �There may be.� A car pulled up and his escort opened the back door for him, jumping into the front seat himself. Scott was not alone in the back seat, and the driver he had met before.
�Let me get us away from this place and I can fill you in Scott,� Art Petrucci informed him as he checked the mirror and pulled out. The man sharing the back seat introduced himself to Scott and enquired
�Is this your first time in England Mr Tafler?� Scott was surprised. �Yes sir it is, would Mr Petrucci also have been collecting you from the airport or are you here to see me?�
The Englishman smiled.
�Alas I am kept rather too busy of late to have been able to take the luxury of a trip to foreign parts.�
Before reaching the M4 motorway that would take them into London proper their front seat passenger spoke into a radio with a telephone-like handset. Replacing the handset he nodded to Art Petrucci.
�We�re clear, no tail.�
Art pulled over and they swapped places. On the move again and now bound for central London Art gave Scott a rundown of what he had obviously not been privy to before.
�I wanted you to meet this gentleman sat here because you will probably not get the chance again. There have been wind changes that will be a great surprise to you, but I have met the architect of these changes and unfortunately I wasn�t. Terry Jones sent you over here to try and contact the Russian who tipped us off, and it will be no mean feat if you can pull it off. The Russian secret service wants him and so does MI5. That won�t come as a surprise to you� but the Brit spooks handing him over to the Russian�s if they get there first will be!�
Scott looked at the head of station as if he had grown two heads.
�Unfortunately very possible,� the Englishman said.
�Our Prime Minister appears to lack the courage it takes to be the �world statesman� he aspires to be, or as my officers would put it �He has lost his bottle, large!� but I have some information here that may assist you,� he handed over a docket.
�The Brit intelligence services don�t know who you are or that you are in the country, but they know everyone at London station. They may or may not put tails on us so we cannot help you after tonight� . but our friend here can.� Art informed him.
�I took the precaution of withholding certain facts when I briefed the PM following the discovery of the suitcase device� explained Sir Richard Tennant.
�We found only one fingerprint upon the outside of the suitcase that could not be accounted for. A very extensive search of databases has finally tracked it down to one supplied in opening a bank account in Paris, France. The address given is false, as probably is the name; however, there was also a photograph with the application. As you know an unknown female accompanies Major Bedonavich, at least that is what we suppose. Assuming they are no longer in the capital I have had missing person�s reports checked. A bank in London has reported an employee missing. She has no next of kin that are known and a welfare visit by one of their personnel staff found her flat door had apparently been forced sometime recently.�
Their car slowed on a slip road, faster moving cars and goods vehicles whipped past and raised a mist of spray before they joined the London bound traffic on the M4 motorway.
�The flat had been searched I believe and then trashed to cover the evidence of that search.� Sir Richard went on.
�As a precaution the local station recorded it as a crime in the absence of a formal allegation by the lady herself. A scene of crime examiner has attended and lifted some prints. I have had my stations email any photographs of recently missing women between 14 and 80. We have been comparing them to the French bank application photograph. I was alerted when the photograph on the application was found to be that of the young woman in the photograph supplied by her employers when reporting her as a missing person. I have had the marks found at the flat treated as a priority job, the bad news is that one of the marks belonged to an Irish terrorist, very recently dead I am happy to say in the raid in Essex, but there is the possibility that she fell into their hands. I have already heard the orders given regarding her capture.� The commissioners voice lowered slightly. �Young man, the only person whom I would wish that fate on is the man who wished it upon her in the first place.�
Scott began speed reading through the docket before him and came upon the section regarding Christina Carlisle.
�I take it this is not her real name� or is it?� he asked.
�Either she is a girlfriend of the gallant major or she is what you would term as an �illegal�, personally I think the chances are more likely that she is the latter of the two.� explained Sir Richard.
Scott opened a buff envelope and several photographs spilled out. �Wow!� he exclaimed in admiration. The policeman was smiling. �Precisely� a little too racy for page three of the tabloids but it would seem either the good major or a previous close friend knows their way around a camera and the fair Miss Carlisle is not the bashful type. That photograph was found with the remainder, in her flat� Scott moved on to the end of the docket.
�I have taken the precaution of arranging your accommodation rather than Art, you will be staying at a rented address along with some help, and there is a hire car in the drive in your name.�
�You will have two of London�s finest with you Scott, we cannot carry firearms but they can. If I were the brain behind this plot I wouldn�t waste the effort of trying to find the major and the young lady, not given that we have already discovered it. However, once you have read the docket fully I think you will agree that Peridenko is one vindictive mother. I would like these two found before his people get them. He and Carlisle may know a lot more� Art informed him.
�The Commissioner has covered a lot of ground in a short time. Miss Carlisle for example is renowned amongst her colleagues for her ability to complete the Times crossword with admirable speed. The answers to five of the clues tomorrow will be �Carlisle�, �Emperor Constantine�, �Whitehall�, �OneTwoOneTwo� and �Commissioner�.� Scott knew what Art was getting at but� ?
�The phone number for Scotland Yard in days gone by was rather famous due its often being quoted in the cinema, Whitehall 1212. I agree that it is a long shot but I am open to suggestions,� the commissioner enlightened him.
�If the young lady has time to buy the paper, do the crossword and make the connection, I am hoping she will call. The Information Room operators have been primed to listen for callers named Constantina Carlisle and the like.� He shrugged,
�It�s a bit Boys Own Weekly and Famous Five but the best I could come up with at short notice,� the policeman admitted.
�Who the hell are they?� was all Scott could respond with.
USS Commanche: 0120hrs, 28th March
With the exception of normal merchant traffic, much of it travelling at greater rates of knots than their company accountants would like, nothing so far had come to the notice of the USS Commanche. The rumblings of war had the mercantile marines of all nations looking over their shoulders and heading for the relative safety of coastal waters and ports. There was an air of expectancy amongst the crew as they neared the assigned search area. This had been offset by the news they may soon be at war with Russia. Why were they messing with the Chinese instead of the warships of China�s neighbour? The later report of a Russian carrier group being in the region, their only carrier group, had set them polishing the accessible warheads and asking their captains permission to write inane messages on the weapons casings. Joe had acquiesced to their request but insisted on his Exec checking the spelling.
�No one�s going to accuse this boat of launching misspelt profanities in time of war Mister, no sireee!� he had explained with theatrical earnestness.
With no real skills of his own that could assist the crew, Dr Dave Bowman had tired of pacing the length of his tiny-shared quarters and lying on his bunk. Before the rumours of war had reached them he had at least been able to chat with the odd crew member, they were all now far too intent on their tasks to bother with a strange civilian in need of a haircut. Dave had offered his services to the ships cook as a kitchen hand; he was at least no longer starved of human company and was doing something.
In the control room the Exec had the watch. Captain Hart was in his bunk catching some zee�s whilst it was still quiet.
�Con, Sonar� high speed screws approaching on reciprocal course� bearing 183�, range 16000 yards and closing, designated Sierra One Five, classify as Krivak surface warship, estimate speed as 27 knots, sir�
The Exec had just looked down at the plot and decided to call the captain when the sonar operator spoke again.
�Con, sonar, aspect change on Sierra One Five� vessel is turning hard to starboard� vessel has now reversed course sir.� Now what was all that about wondered the Exec and cancelled calling his captain.
�Sonar, Con� keep an eye on that guy, report as soon as he does anything screwy again.�
�Sonar, aye sir.�
Fifteen minutes later and the Krivak turned again; its screws thrashing the water as it raced in their direction once more. This time the Exec did call the captain. Joe Hart looked at the plot and looked as bemused as his Exec as the Krivak turned about again and raced away. Joe was about to ask if anything else had happened.
�Transient! Transient! Transient� torpedoes in the water close astern!� the sonar shack shouted the warning.
�Full ahead flank, launch counter measures, hard a-port and make your depth one hundred feet!� shouted Joe. The Exec slammed his palm onto the button sounding general quarters. The blaring klaxon instigated a tumble of bodies leaving their cots and running towards their action stations. In the galley, Dave Bowman gaped in shock at the noise that tore at his nerves.
Several things were running through Joe�s mind, the first being that they had apparently been detected some time ago, the second was that they had been suckered into looking in one direction. The third was that it was going to take too long to accelerate to their full 22knot speed from 9 knots.
The bow of the submarine was rising and the deck heeling over when the first of two torpedoes launched by the Russian Akula detonated against the USS Commanche�s single screw.
In the galley Dave Bowman was thrown off his feet by the terrific impact and drenched in hot fat. He was screaming in pain when the second warhead struck amidships.
Still 580 feet short of the depth ordered by her captain the USS Commanche�s hull and bulkheads collapsed and the sea rushed in and claimed her.

CHAPTER 3

Nikoli had been dropped off outside 13 Kensington Palace Gardens, W8, the Russian Federations London Embassy.
Constantine had briefed him on the events that had caused him to desert his position at the Embassy and alert the West. Constantine had banked on the fact that the British military would not immediately inform the Russian authorities that they had �mislaid� one of that countries servicemen. So far as Constantine knew there was nothing in official records connecting his second cousin removed, with himself. If there was then he had put his cousin in danger. Once Nikoli was conversant with the facts he had been allowed to make up his own mind, whether to go into hiding himself or return to his unit, the airborne division of the 6th Guards Shock Army.
Constantine had only nodded his head in understanding as Nikoli chose the latter.
Apart from being introduced to him as simply Svetlana, nothing more was offered to explain her presence with Constantine. Nikoli had picked up on the subtle body language hints that his cousin and she were �together�, he had nonetheless teased his older cousin by flirting outrageously with this beautiful girl on the long journey south.
The Embassy staff had accepted his story of charming the beautiful Military Police captain into dropping him outside rather than into temporary detention at Wellington Barracks.
Unlike his compatriots who had been with other British units elsewhere in the country, Nikoli was delivered to Heathrow airport in an Embassy hired coach along with all unnecessary Embassy staff and dependants. The British bussed the Russians in their care to the airport in Army four-ton trucks.
As the Aeroflot flight had left the runway Nikoli took a last look at the British Isles through the window beside his seat and silently wished his friends in its Army, good health and a long life.
Fulham, north London: 0550hrs 28th March
The grey light of pre-dawn greeted Colin�s opening eyes. He looked across at his sleeping wife, stroked her dark curly hair tenderly and reached over to cancel the bedside clocks alarm before it had chance to sound.
His head contained a dull ache, a legacy of their pre-deployment tradition of polishing off a bottle of bubbly and making out like teenagers. On the first occasion it had been a bottle of cheap pseudo champagne in a B&B before the invasion of Iraq. Janet�s surname had not been Probert at that time, it had become that within a month of his return, stood before the alter of her families local church, he in a scarlet tunic carrying brand new stripes and she in a catalogue bought dress carrying their first child, Karen. She hadn�t �shown� on that occasion but her mother even now managed to serve up the shame that he had nearly caused her and the rest of her family. Fortunately Colin had always got along well with Janet�s father and brothers, so her Mum�s continued disapproval was easy to bear.
Young James had been conceived the night before Colin had left for Afghanistan. The genuine item had been the catalyst that had caused them to throw caution to the wind that night, not that Jimmy was a mistake of course, far from it, but before further tours Janet had ensured her diaphragm was in place before the cork popped.
Since his posting to Brecon Colin had made it home twice a month for long weekends, it didn�t count as being wholly in the loop on the parenting side and he was aware that Janet was doing more than her fair share. A year before she had landed a good job as a secretary for a law firm at Lincoln�s Inn Fields. The firm had moved chambers to a plush office in Canary Wharf the previous January and Karen had become PA to one of the junior partners at the same time. She was now the highest earner in the household and the principle parent. Even had this possibility of war not raised its head he would not have sought a second term at the School of Infantry, Brecon.
He was about due for a promotion to WO1 slot, RQMS, QM (Tech) or that prime job within an infantry battalion, RSM, when Barry Stone eventually took over the job of GSM, Garrison Sergeant Major of London District. It would mean he was home each night but one step removed from what he loved most, being out in the weeds playing soldier. It was time he accepted that it was no longer fair on the family though.
Karen was entering that awkward stage in life, that of being a teenager and therefore susceptible to peer pressure and raging hormones.
He did not like her taste in boys or music (Janet had not revealed to him his daughters taste in skimpy �boy bait� outfits. He still had that discovery to make all by himself),
Colin was honest enough to know he could easily sound like his own father had and accordingly he tried to curb the urge to lecture. He wasn�t entirely successful in masking his feelings, describing the boy band his daughters current heart throb sang with as a bunch of choreographed karaoke singers incapable of writing any of their own material or playing an instrument, which may have been true, but that had not earned him very much in the way of affection points.
Jimmy was still very much �all boy�, coming home with muddy knees and torn attire from climbing trees and playing with his friends in the nearby park. They had a few years breathing space before he entered the terrible teens.
Colin slipped from between the sheets and trod lightly around the bed to collect his towelling robe. Having slipped it on he bent down to check Janet still slept and satisfied, quietly left the bedroom.
At the faint sound of a shower Janet judged it safe to open her eyes. She had feigned sleep for much of the night, as she had done every single night before her husband left for active service in one part of the world or other.
She both welcomed, and hated this moment. The long hours� laying there with pictures filling her imagination, none pleasant, were now past. She could lose herself in the domestic business of getting him fed, getting the kids up, breakfasted and ready for school.
She was exchanging the images for a countdown. The clock was running now to the moment he would step through the door, back into the military world that he loved so much and she so feared.
He�d always come back without a scratch before, maybe this time it would be different, maybe this time it would be her turn to try and look brave at the graveside, to try not to flinch but when the riflemen fired the salute over her soldiers grave.
She forced the thought away, dressed and went downstairs.
By the time Colin had showered, shaved and dressed the breakfast was on the table. He was seated before Karen appeared, looking rather sulky and put out, a clone of all teens at that time. The sulk deepened when her mother made her eat more than the half slice of toast she insisted was all she needed for the sake of her figure. Colin felt guilty about not being the one to make that move but he did not want his last day at home to be a quarrelsome one.
When Jimmy arrived it was in a rush, mimicking an aircraft engine and holding aloft a slightly battered Harrier jump jet he had made from a plastic construction kit. Colin caught him as he passed, sweeping him up and over before depositing him in his chair with a final ruffling of the permanently untidy mop of hair.
Jimmy shovelled breakfast cereal into his mouth and pulled a face at his sisters look of disdain at his table manners. He was considering flicking milk soggy sugar puffs at her when his father spoke.
�Sit up straight and mind your manners Jim, you�re not in a farmyard.�
�Yet.� Whispered Karen, loud enough for her brother to hear but he didn�t take the bait, he�d remembered something his friends had been talking about.
�Dad, are you going war fighting against the Germans� A diet of his dads old collection of boys comics had ensured that the bad guys were always the Jerries� although sometimes it was the Japs in Jimmy�s young mind, not that he really knew where either ones country lay if you showed him a map of the world.
�No it�s not the Germans, they are our friends now. You had German friends too when we were in Fallingbostel, do you remember?� Jimmy had only been three at the time the battalion had last been stationed in Germany and his memories were hazy.
�Ian Wiggins says his Dad can�t get out the army now because there�s going to be a war.�
All movement out of the armed forces had been halted three days before. Colin felt slightly sorry for Pete Wiggins, a sergeant in the battalions signals platoon, he had a good job with an IT firm all lined up, no doubt the vacancy would have been filled by someone else before all the sabre rattling was done with.
Colin didn�t want to talk about the possibility of war; he did not need to look at his wife to know she felt the same way. Janet changed the subject with practised ease, enquiring about the quality of both offspring�s homework. It distracted as desired and breakfast was finished in near pleasant silence.
Janet drove, dropping the kids off early with friends whom they would walk the rest of the way to school with and then dropping Colin off in Petty France. They sat for several minutes looking at each other; finally he kissed her, hard, before leaving the car and striding towards the guardroom at the entrance to Wellington Barracks. She returned his wave when he turned briefly, before disappearing from view into the bowels of the barracks.
There was hollowness in her stomach when she let out the clutch and joined the early morning traffic, heading east towards her workplace.
Stow-in-the-Wold, Gloucestershire, England: 1030hrs 28th March
Constantine was lying on their hotel bed watching television when Svetlana returned from the local newsagents. He turned to smile at her before he returned his attention to the trio of middle aged men discussing cars before an audience of adoring fans who apparently found even inane comments hilarious.
Shaking her head at the antics Svetlana had lain on her side of the bed with her back to the TV. As she had already scanned the pages of the Times for anything of interest she turned her attention to the crossword. Its completion took her a full fifteen minutes. With a snort of contempt she disposed of the clues one by one. 7 across had been �Emperor Constantine�, it made her smile as the Constantine next to her was anything but regal in bed, rampant yes, regal no.
9 across was �Carlisle�, and the coincidence gave her pause.
On completing the crossword she wrote in the margin of the paper and obstructed Constantine�s view of a celebrity guest spinning off a track in a reasonably priced car by holding the paper folded with the words and crossword in view.
�Is it me or is someone trying to tell us something?�
�I can see my rightful name and the name of a town that matches your previous name, but I do not understand the significance of the remainder?� he answered.
Svetlana explained about the three remaining words.
After a quick call to directory enquiries they collecting the car they had bought on Svetlana�s gold card in Southampton and headed for the M50 motorway.
The thing about �pay as you go� cellular phones in the UK is that if you choose not to register them, not to claim the ten minutes free �talk-time�, no one can trace the users details. You can be though if someone has the facilities to triangulate from where a call is being made. Making a call at 70mph makes that triangulation more difficult though.
Once at the motorway Constantine headed north, passing two junctions before Svetlana made the call.
�Metropolitan Police, New Scotland Yard, can I help you?�
�Yes please, my name is Carlisle and I would like to speak to the Commissioner,� she told the police operator.
Looking at the notice on her console the operator followed its instructions.
�May I ask what it is in connection with?�
�Emperor Constantine, was his alliance with Licinius in AD312 really necessary or could he have defeated Maxentius on his own?�
�What� pardon?� the operator stammered.
Constantine nudged Svetlana in the ribs to stop her toying with the baffled operator.
�Just tell the Commissioner that Constantine is returning his call, please.�
�Hold the line please.� She was told.
After a few moments a male voice came online.
�Do I call you Christina?�
�Christina will be fine although I am impressed that you know that, and of your method of contacting us.�
Ignoring the pleasantries the commissioner cut to the chase.
White House Situation Room: Same time
�Mr President, the debugging of our system is making progress inasmuch as we know what areas are free of interference. I am not able to put a time reference on how long it will be until it is purged,� the NSA reported.
�How about Alaska, what went wrong at the Bering Straits?�
�Sir, it seems that there is increased traffic through the Straits, the reduction in the Polar ice caps is not limited to the Antarctic so best guess is that Kuznetsov came through during bad weather with a bunch of large merchies sir. We are still investigating however to ensure there are no bad apples.�
The president just nodded.
�Similar thing happened to the Brits with the Scharnhorst in the last war, right in their own backyard� offered General Shaw; the telephone in front of him rang.
�Excuse me, Mr President.� Henry masked the mouthpiece of the telephone to reduce anything the caller could hear in the background during their conversation. It was just simple operational security
�Ben.� Said the president. �You�re up, so how are we doing with running down the stray devices?�
�Sir, with the exception of the Muslim extremist groups whose asses we have been chasing for over six months, we have concluded that home grown terror groups are also involved. We have a lead on one particular bunch of white supremacists, and something big is in the wind with lots of email traffic. I have� or I had� an agent close to the leadership of Fascists of America. I pushed too hard Mr President and she took a chance too many.� Ben Dupre was looking at his hands as he spoke.
�What happened, Ben?� asked the president.
�Let�s just say she was found dead this morning and leave it at that please, at least for today sir,� Ben took a breath and continued.
�We and the ATF plan to hit all the groups we know of on the day before we know the devices are to be set off. We figure they will keep them close until the last minute for security reasons. All the targets are on high alert and road checks are still in place of course. If they think there�s no chance of getting through without being searched, Geiger counters waved over their stuff, they may back off and wait until another day. Gives us more time to track the things down�
�Sounds good, let me see the plan soonest please Ben,� after a second the chief executive asked his FBI Director, �I would like the deceased agents details too, please?�
Ben nodded, �Yes sir.�
General Shaw replaced his receiver.
�Mr President?�
The president nodded at the general.
�Something happening Henry?� The relationship between the president and the military had changed over several days; he no longer tolerated them as a necessary nuisance.
�Sir, there has been no contact with the submarine we sent to investigate the Chinese carrier for over 24hrs, that in itself would not be too great a cause for concern, she may not have been in a position to transmit for tactical or technical reasons. However, 7th Fleet and the Royal Navy Headquarters on Whale Island, Portsmouth, received a transmission from HMS Hood along with a recording she had uploaded. Hood�s sonar department heard activity from approximately where we would have expected the USS Commanche to be. Between 0121hrs and 0147hrs yesterday morning they recorded a surface vessel; a Krivak class destroyer performing high-speed dashes and reversing course. At 0145hrs there is the sound of two torpedoes being launched from a submerged submarine on a different bearing from that of the surface warship, this is immediately followed by the sound of a second submarine and she had her screw suddenly at high turn rate. Just under two minutes later there are two underwater explosions and the sounds of a submarine breaking up at depth.� After letting those present absorb what he had just said the general added.
�It may be unconnected with the Commanche sir, and unlikely as it is, due to the current rules of engagement, it may have been Commanche launching on another submarine� � his voice trailed off.
�What action is being taken now?�
�Mr President, the composite light carrier group centred on HMS Prince of Wales arrived in Yokosuka three and a half hours ago and began taking on their full war loads. Their support vessels are topping off their stocks and they should be turned around and heading north in the next five hours. Their orders are to back up Hood and be in a strike position if called on. If they can get a look at the area of the sinking we may have more Intel. All Seventh Fleet vessels that have stocked and armed are standing out to sea. That order has been passed worldwide. The Hood broke contact with the Kuznetsov in order to transmit her message sir; she hopes to be back in position by this evening.�
�Thank you General, can you update us on the position of our reinforcement of Germany and the state of the movement of supplies to Europe.�
�Mr President, MAC, Military Airlift Command, is on schedule and although there has been some reluctance on the part of the main carriers to turn over their quota of aircraft for federal use, that is also underway. The first federalised shipping is taking on war supplies. 5th Armoured Division will entrain tomorrow at Fort Hood for Galveston and Texas City. Atlantic Fleet and 6th Fleet units are arriving to take up duties as convoy escorts� He paused before continuing.
�The Royal Norwegian Navy, Royal Navy and the German Navy have between them seven submarines on station at the North Cape covering any egress into the Atlantic of Russian or Baltic states warships, there are surface ASW warship groups arriving on station as we speak.� General Shaw paused and looked closely at the president before asking.
�In view of recent events in the previously independent ex Warsaw Pact countries and what may have transpired in the North Pacific� Are there any changes in the ROE�s sir?�
After a moment�s pause he was answered with
�As we do not know what is occurring in those ports I have a local amendment. Before any open hostilities have occurred, any surface warship or surfaced submarine coming from there is to be ordered to return to its port. Any submerged submarine is to be attacked� I will answer to the UN if that does happen, I believe we have just cause� is that clear General?�
Shaw nodded and continued.
�Due to the threat still present to military targets by the suitcase bombs, the Air Force will be using several airfields abandoned by us in the reduction in force during the 90�s, rather than those that still exist. There are no PX�s or bowling alleys left but they are usable.�
�Thank you General� and now CIA, what you got in the situation in Eastern Europe?� asked the president.
�The Poles, Lithuanians and Belorussians have defeated the attempted coups in their countries but both report defections of units of their armed forces to the now pro-Russian countries on their borders. Those countries, like Russia, have otherwise sealed their borders. We believe we can trust the satellite images we have that show those countries are gearing up and uniting, I believe they will hold in place and allow the Russians to move up to them and they will then be in position to jump off westwards. Smaller than the old Red Army but if they came tomorrow we would be screwed sir.�
The president rubbed at his eyes and ordered a refill of coffee. It was a sign of his revised affections and current dependency on caffeine that he no longer drank from the White House china cups but from a mug bearing the crest of the United States Air force. Over the past couple of days the mug had been rotated with three others, Army, Navy and USMC.
�As of this morning all our consular and ambassadorial business in Russia is being dealt referred to the Swiss Embassy. Our consulates in St Petersburg, Vladivostok, Yekaterinburg and the embassy at Bolshoy Devyatinskiy Pereulok have been closed.� He informed them.
�I will leave you to carry on in my absence as I still have the business of running the country� the one improvement in my duties these days is that I no longer have to smile for the cameras whilst meeting �Miss Hoocheekoo Falls Dairy Queen� and the like.�
He surveyed those present and added.
�I can see I am going to have to fire you all and employ some ass kissers� you were meant to laugh at that!�
Vauxhall, London: 1151hrs, same day
Sat beside the River Thames is the large glass, modern office building that is one of the centres of the United Kingdom Secret Intelligence Service. Thanks to Hollywood it is universally believed to be the address.
Referred to as �Box� by some, and �500� by others after the old postal address that was the only clue the public had of the location of the site, P.O Box 500. Thames House on Millbank is still the headquarters of Britain�s intelligence services.
There are no basement laboratories or proving grounds testing ballpoint pen flamethrowers though. What they do have however are intelligence gathering facilities beyond the abilities of a police forces own counter intelligence expertise and counter surveillance equipment to counter.
Marjorie Willet-Haugh ended one phone call and made another before taking the message pad she had written on and tore off not only the single page on which she had scribbled details but the top twenty pages. Spinning around in her large green leather swivel chair she fed the pages through a shredder and burnt the strips that resulted.
Gloucestershire, England. Same time
Turning off the M50 motorway Constantine followed Svetlana�s directions.
She wore dark glasses and her hair flowed like a mane over the back of the passenger seat where she sat with her stretch denim-clad legs tucked beneath her. She was reading from a road map purchased from a camping shop along with a few other items along with an Ordnance Survey map of the Forest of Dean. He glanced appreciatively at her, no longer wondering how she managed to breathe in jeans that tight, but glad only that she did.
Having telephoned their hotel from a public coin box they had paid the bill by credit card and mumbled about a family crisis preventing their return.
Both existed on a wardrobe that fitted into one medium sized case and two holdall's that they carried at all times. The case lived in the boot of their car.
Svetlana had listened carefully as the commissioner had spoken on the phone, weighing his words and gauging his honesty. She had ended the call to hold a council of war with Constantine. They had agreed to meet the commissioners contacts but on their terms. They would choose the ground and had called him back with their conditions.
Passing the town of Nailbridge they had eventually turned off the A4136 road and along a track into woodland until a padlocked gate had barred the way. It took Svetlana less than a minute to open the gate and once Constantine had driven the car through she used a lump of putty to disguise the damage the bolt croppers had caused.
The cars English �racing green� colour scheme assisted their concealing it beneath trees.
�Was it just luck that you picked this car?� he asked and then looked at the despairing expression on her face.
�Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know, prior preparation and planning prevents poor performance,� he answered for her.
Slipping into their newly acquired purchases they picked a clearing and found a place to observe that offered cover to escape unseen if need be.
Reading off the digits on their cheap hill walkers GPS, Svetlana relayed the location of the clearing to the commissioner on her cellular and they both settled down to wait.
After just twenty-five minutes the beat of a helicopter approaching caused them to both huddle lower into the cover of the undergrowth.
Arriving over the clearing a civilian Jet Ranger began to slowly circle as if looking for the best angle in which to make its landing approach. Clamped above one of its landing struts was a fairly innocuous football sized object.
Inside the helicopter the heat sensor clamped above the strut picked out the two heat sources concealed below the brush. The helicopter pivoted so that the side cargo door faced toward the hiding place and its side door slid open into the locked position. From inside the cargo bay two gunners wearing goggles slaved to the heat sensor combined the weight of fire from their two M60 machine guns to tear through foliage, branches, newly purchased camouflage clothing, flesh and bone. The ammunition being used was not made up of all standard ball rounds. Every third round was a flechette sabot, once clear of the muzzle the cone of the round fell apart and the twelve arrow-like flechettes continued their supersonic journey. The helicopter backed off as the gunners reloaded with fresh 500 round belts and the pilot attempted to use the aircraft�s downwash to clear a view of the two shattered figures amongst the detritus of splintered wood, leaves and torn earth.
Looking to his right in alarm the Jet Rangers pilot banked left so suddenly the two gunners were sent sliding toward the open doorway. Before they reached it 30mm cannon shells raked their machine from cargo bay to cockpit and it continued banking ever more steeply left.
From his position peering between the two pilots of the Royal Air Force Lynx helicopter, Scott�s eyes were on the section of damaged woodland rather than their accompanying Army Air Corps AH-64 Apache or its target. Scott was cursing over and over and punching the back of the bulkhead. His two escorting SFOs were gawping out the side door at the stricken Jet Ranger as its left bank became a stall and it dropped through the tree canopy sideways in a cloud of splintered timber and shattered rotor blades.
Ministry of Defence, London: Same time
Corporal Barnes was had been pouring over the American data since the previous night, he had about got to the point where all the digits were about to flow together into an unrecognisable blur. Time for more coffee he decided. Holding up five fingers he received a nod from the flight sergeant and made his way to the kettle. It was during the act of pouring the water into a plastic cup that he got that feeling, the feeling which is associated with the subconscious, telling you that you had looked right at something of significance and not recognised it for what it was.
Returning to his workstation he sipped his powdered coffee and waited for it to kick in and give him a clue.
Wellington Barracks, London: 1338hrs same day
Colin Probert and Stevie Osgood emerged from the WO & Sgt�s Mess lugging their bergens and fighting order over to waiting 4-ton trucks. In the past two days they had been buggered about from Wales to London. Without chance to unpack they were now off again, this time to Southampton and a ferry to Holland. If you think the two soldiers were hacked off you should have been a fly on the wall of their respective married quarters when the news was broken to Mrs Probert and Mrs Osgood.
In the confusion that followed Russia�s act of war against the UK, both soldiers had been posted to No. 7 (Composite) Company, Coldstream Guards at Wellington Barracks. 7 Company was the only standing remnant of 2CG, placed in suspended animation it really only existed on paper, to be reformed with reservists if necessary. 2CG never had a 7 Company, its companies were 1, 2 (Support), 3, 4 and Headquarter Company.
Wellington Barracks is home to the five regiments of Foot Guards, Companies that carry out the day-to-day Public Duties. Mounting Guard at the Royal Palaces and HM Tower of London and providing a Guard of Honour where required.
There is not a single unit within the British Army, which is up to full strength. The same goes for the Royal Marines. Not a single Royal Navy or Royal Fleet Auxiliary ship goes to sea with its ideal peacetime compliment or even full magazines. Not a single RAF Station or its Squadron�s meet the NATO manning or equipment requirements. Politicians would rather scrimp on the Ministry Of Defence budgets than choose a cheaper venue for an unnecessary junket at taxpayers� expense.
So Colin, Oz and 7 Company were Germany bound along with the reservists who had so far been processed through, not to stand by as battlefield casualty replacements, but to go some way to bringing the 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards up to full strength.
Having loaded their kit aboard they made their way over to the square where the Company was beginning to form up and fell in at the rear with the other newly arrived WOs and NCOs who, for the time being, constituted fifth wheels in the present orbat.
Forest of Dean, Gloucestershire; 1340hrs, same day
Before the RAF Lynx had touched the ground in the clearing Scott and his escorting firearms officers had leaped out. Both policemen landed, rolled and came up running with the ease of long practice. Scott did not some much land as splat. The Lynx lifted straight back up and began patrolling the area.
Neither officer directly approached the scene of violence; both took up firing positions and scanned the surroundings. The left knee of his relatively new Chino�s was smeared green and brown, a mixture of mud and grass stains, as Scott ran up favouring his left leg. Both bodies were so badly chewed up that neither was recognisable anymore as human. Breathing heavily Scott was circling the scene of carnage when his right foot snagged on something, his weakened left leg could not support his weight and he fell face first into the mess before him. With an exclamation of disgust he jerked away and wiped his right palm instinctively on his already grimed trouser leg to cleanse it of the blood and flesh it had landed in. Scott stopped in mid action and looked down; a piece of bloodied, clear cellophane was stuck to his trousers. With two fingers he gingerly peeled it off the material and turned it over, there was a portion of label attached to the plastic film.
�Sainsb?� he read aloud. He was motionless for moments as he looked hard at what lay before him and then at his foot to the object that had tripped him. Reaching into the mess for another plastic wrapped item his hand jerked back, it was warm to the touch. On his second attempt he caught it by the edge to draw it out; leaves and brush, stuffed into the now heavily punctured clothing snagged it. Prying it free he gave it a quick wipe and rendered the chemically self-heating meals instructions readable, in amongst the shredded clothes he thought he saw the remains of similar items. Scott got up, freed his foot from the green twine he�d stumbled over and saw it was attached at one end to the corner of a green backed heavy duty survival blanket lying to the side of the bloodied and torn camouflage clothing. He hobbled as he followed the twine the other way on its course deeper into the woodland. His escort moved position in order to provide cover if needed.
After seventy yards the twine disappeared below the thick carpet of dead leaves in that portion of the woodland. Scott jumped as the leaf carpet spoke to him in accented English.
�If you shoot at us we will shoot back� clear?�
Carefully Scott released the twine and held his hands clear of his body. His escorts sank to the ground and moved into cover.
With a rustle of leaves a female peeled back their own survival blanket that had masked their heat signature and smiled up at the bedraggled American. Beside her in the natural depression in the ground, a man was aiming a handgun at Scott�s face. From Intelligence photographs Scott recognised him as Bedonavich.
�Christina Carlisle?� Scott asked the girl.
�Sort of.� she replied.
Scott grinned,
�Just checking� I didn�t recognise you with your clothes on.�
White House, Situation Room: 1400hrs, same day
Returning to the room and waving its occupants back into their seats the president lowered himself into his own chair and raised his empty mug. No ancillary staff was permitted in the room at times like these. A secret service agent took the mug and returned with it filled a minute later. Nodding his thanks the president turned to business. �Gentlemen,� he said. �I have some good news, bad news and not so bad news. As of lunchtime today we have the armed forces of France joining us, that�s an additional seven division corps worth of good news. The bad news is that Her Majesty�s Government in Great Britain is planning to sue for a separate peace the moment hostilities start.� With the exception of Terry Jones and General Shaw that was startling news to the rest of the room. The president allowed them a minute to vent their anger and surprise before calling them back to silence.
�The better news is that their PM is about to get a rude awakening� ooh, just about now I think!� he said smiling after glancing at the wall clock showing the time in London.
No.10 Downing Street, London: Same time
The prime minister was in conference with his inner cabinet and one other person in the Cabinet room at the rear of No.10. It was the same room where John Major had been in conference with his cabinet in 1991 when the Provisional IRA had rearranged the floral arrangements in the back garden adjacent to the room, using an improvised mortar.
Since the confrontation at New Scotland Yard his close protection team was no longer permitted in the building. Only when he emerged did they exit the vehicles in which they now were forced to wait and sleep in. Arrangements were underway with the Ministry of Defence to supply trained CP personnel to replace the police guard the PM�s had always been supplied with previously.
A copy of Jean Baptiste van Loo�s 1740 portrait of Britain�s first Prime Minister, Sir Robert Walpole, stared down from above the fireplace at the gathering as the present PM and his cabinet were being briefed on the state of the negotiations taking place in secret with the Russian Government. The doors were locked and the room was probably one of the securest in the land as regards electronic surveillance, as well as soundproofing of course. The 3-inch thick glass of the windows, installed after the 1991 attack only added to security of the room.
It came as somewhat of a surprise to the occupants, given the soundproofing, that a creaking sound could suddenly be heard from the doorway. All heads turned in that direction; in time to see the doorframes visibly bow away from the door. A loud bang then followed and the door crashed open.
A �Ghostbuster� from the Metropolitan Police Technical Support Unit pulled away the hydraulic door opener he had been using to allow the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police to enter. He paused to admire his handiwork before dropping a red painted door ram onto the carpet in the room; it landed with a very audible 'thud'. Removing his protective gauntlets and ignoring the shouts of protest from the occupants he declared
�Do you know something, I have always wanted to do that. They didn�t have them when I was a street copper; we used what we called a �size nine key� in those days.�
Entering the room behind him were several other police officers and one of the most senior criminal court judges in the land along with the American ambassador and Art Petrucci.
�Prime Minister, listen carefully to what I have to say. As you are aware I am conducting a criminal investigation into the murder of six of my officers on the 22nd March of this year in Rotherhithe, southeast London. You are also aware that I desired to trace two possible witnesses. Prime Minister I have received tape-recorded conversations between yourself and the head of the SIS, Marjorie Willet-Haugh.�
He paused to look across at the SIS Chief before again fixing the PM with a hard stare.
�A conversation in which you ordered her to find, kill and dispose of the bodies of the witnesses� I sought. Those tapes have been examined and authenticated as genuine. I am therefore arresting you for conspiring to murder Constantine Bedonavich and Svetlana Vorsoff, both Russian nationals, in order to pervert the course of justice. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned, something you later rely on in court. Anything you do say will be given in evidence. Do you understand?�
Turning to indicate the two men beside him, the commissioner continued.
�You will recognise Sir John, the Ambassador and Mr Petrucci of course; they are here to witness this arrest.�
The commissioner then spoke to the PM�s wife who had sat quietly throughout and indicated a senior detective in the doorway.
�If you will accompany this officer he will take your written statement now, ma�am.�
The prime minister had risen from his chair, his face crimson with rage until the commissioner had spoken to his wife and mother of his children. The look she gave him before leaving the room spoke volumes in terms of contempt.
Sitting back down heavily the PM�s face was now ashen.
Atomic Weapons Research Establishment, Aldermaston, England: 1536hrs, same day
Following the discovery of the device in London it had been brought to AWRE to be examined fully and dismantled. The first task had been to ensure the weapon had no hidden surprises. Its initiation, arming and timing components were removed and the business begun of analysing the weapons design. This is a painstaking business, with 1960s, 70s, 80s original design and later upgrades along with cutting edge, present day technology married together. It would be easy to mistake a piece of hardware for something harmless, if a component of a nuclear device could ever be described as such, when in fact it is a booby trap or secondary trigger.
Had their present overtime budget not stood at zero the examination of the arming component would doubtless have taken place a few days earlier than it in fact did.
Stanley Bennett finished his task, the preliminary report on the �business end� of the device that would now go for metallurgy analysis and then complete dismantlement. The core of the device would be reprocessed into fuel.
He made his way along to the department that was to do the analysis of the circuitry. As with everywhere else they had had their numbers pared down to the minimum. Genuine illness and disenchantment generated �flu� and such meant that the departments were never crowded during working hours�. With nothing else to do until five Stan offered to help out his friend and colleague as Gupta Singh at last finished other tasks and began on the arming component. After one hour Gupta asked to see the suitcase body, and after seeing that Stan had indeed spoken the truth, that of its being a sealed unit when found, he sat in thought.
�There is no way for this weapon to be manually armed Stan,� he declared. Stan nodded, �The receiver is for microwave burst transmission, and the processor would be capable of coded reception and decryption, why?�
Gupta was frowning.
�There is no failsafe that I can find, nothing that permits its being disarmed,� he was thinking out loud now.
�The person planting it would arm it with a hand held transmitter I would think,� was all Stan could suggest.
�No, it would not work, if I knew the arming code I could demonstrate that nothing we have here would deliver the strength of pulse required� this is designed only to receive a powerful satellite transmission.� Unlike Gupta, Stan had been briefed on the strong possibility that this was but one of a hundred such devices. He hurried to the nearest telephone.
Kremlin, Moscow: same time
After four years of wearing civilian clothing, Colonel General Serge Alontov was again in the uniform of his country.
He was stood before his premier, waiting for his hand to be shaken and receipt of orders posting him to a command position once again.
�These are great times Serge, the rebirth of communism celebrated by the defeat of world capitalism,� he said solemnly.
�Comrade Premier, it was your vision, we merely assisted with putting the plan together and implementing it. In twelve hours�, thirty-seven minute�s time the satellite begins transmitting the arming code and detonation time. Nothing can stop them then. Provided the groups carrying out the attacks place them correctly the targets will be destroyed, even if they do not the shock and confusion of their detonations will demoralise the masses. Their servicemen abroad will be distracted by the news that their loved ones are under attack at home.�
�How is the determination of these groups, Serge?�
�They believe that they have total control of the weapons, the remote control sets we provided will tell them what they want to believe. Certainly the Muslims think they are striking a blow at the great Satan by damaging the White House and destroying a few buildings. The security forces seem to believe their road checks and restrictions will prevent the bombs exploding if they merely prevent the terrorists placing them at their targets.�
The Premier nodded in satisfaction,
�There may be a shortage of useful fools from the old times but equally stupid extremists have their uses too.� After a moment he held out a large envelope to Serge.
�Colonel General, the present commander of army Spetznaz forces is too good a man to replace and he is fully conversant with the fine detail his men�s missions, which you are not� however, I need an experienced senior officer to lead a large force of troops. You know the mission because your knowledge gave that phase of my plan feasibility.�
Serge stepped forward and took the orders from his hand. Stepping back a pace he saluted smartly and left the room.
In the anteroom without, Peridenko nodded cordially to Serge as the soldier emerged and a smile spread across the man�s face as he watched the broad shoulders depart for the last time, probably. Serge Alontov may not have a wife for the Premier to covet, but like the Jewish King David he had placed the soldier in the front rank. Men of Alontov�s calibre had to be shackled or eliminated lest they one day seek the throne for themselves. Sometimes I am so poetic it hurts thought Peridenko as he headed for the Premiers inner sanctum through the door held open by an aide.
White House, Situation Room: 1612hrs, same day.
There were many thoughtful faces in the room as Art Petrucci gave them the results of the Aldermaston AWRE examination of the London device over speakerphone. The full report was in the process of being transmitted for the technical brains to pick over but Arnie�s pr�cis had provided food for thought to those present.
When he had finished the president thanked him and left the line open while his chief scientific advisor spoke.
�First thing that comes to mind sir is that we do not know if all the devices, if they exist, are all of the same design. The London bomb was a series up upgrades and new components added over thirty plus years. If it was originally a mass-produced weapon there is no guarantee that the remainder were upgraded the same way. Microwave communications were, after all, just chalked equations on a research facility blackboard in 1960. Originally they would have to be armed manually I would suggest.�
General Shaw spoke first.
�Excuse me Mr President; what the CSA said is all academic surely? We should assume the worst, that all the devices are of the London design� how do we stop them going off?� The CSA nodded, �Point taken, Russia has some 39 active satellites in orbit at the moment and another 12 we believe to be no longer functioning. The components the satellite would require to perform this task would be mission specific. They could not just dial into any commercial satellite and send it that way. Do we have the means to identify the satellite they will use or shut down all those 51 satellites?� The general was shaking his head
�We have four anti-satellite missiles on the inventory, the project was cancelled as too costly to justify more.�
�I thought as much. Then the only solution is to prevent them from going off where they would cause the most damage, it�s the best I can suggest.�
�Ben,� said the president,
�You have to bring forward your plan to hit the suspected groups, understood?�
�I�m on it, sir.� The FBI Director answered, reaching for the phone in front of him.
�Next thing� � the president addressed the room, �� is it feasible to evacuate all the target areas?�
General Shaw cleared his throat and replied.
�It is only doable at six of the sites on US turf. If we did not have a deployment taking place it would be fourteen, but the evacuees would prevent our deploying units and supplies from reaching their ports of departure. The remaining eighteen are in the middle of towns and cities, where the hell do we put� � he glanced at his notes before continuing
�� Ninety-eight million people. How do we feed and shelter them?� Letting out a sigh he continued.
�We have tentage and emergency relief stores capable of supporting 250,000 people for one month� and that�s all.�
�Ladies and Gentlemen, it is inconceivable that there is no one in this room without a friend, relative or favourite stocks and bonds advisor, in one of the target areas.� The president was looking around the room as he spoke.
�You cannot, you must not, warn any of those people of the danger. I realise this is a heavy burden I am putting on some, if not all, of you. We cannot guard against the bombers and deal with the panic� do you understand?�
There was silence in the room.
�Do you understand?� he raised his voice as he repeated his instruction. There was a rumble of, Yes Mr President�s, from around the room, all the voices were subdued.
�In the meantime we need to work on preventing the signal from being sent. Should any device be detonated on our territory or that of our allies I am obliged to consider very seriously, the option of nuclear retaliation? If I do, it will not be two kiloton�s but twenty megatons I drop on Red Square and that sonofabitch will then reply in kind!� An aide interrupted the president by handing him a note. He thanked the aide and instructed his CSA.
�Joseph, you need to find out what our research people can suggest straight away.�
As he left the president informed the battle staff that the new PM of Great Britain was online for a videoconference and all turned to face the screen suspended from the far wall as it came to life.
�Congratulations on your office Mr Prime Minister.�
�Thank you Mr President, not the circumstances one would wish for in reaching number ten, but there you are.� He smiled wryly.
�I understand you have something of importance for us?�
�Yes we do, we believe we have located the site the Russians intend using to upload the arming codes to the satellite.�
In order to discover the extent of the damage to their satellite intelligence, friendly powers had been called on to assist in the cross-referencing of their data with that of the United States. As clever as it was the subversive program could not hope to perform its photographic sleight of hand across an area as vast as the Russian Federation and the seas off its coastline. Satellite images of static sites where projects were underway were relatively easy tasks for the program to disguise. New images showing the empty births of the semi completed nuclear powered carriers had the vessels images inserted. The busy shipyards were likewise altered to show them as deserted. The insertions and overlays all took place between the data download site and the photo interpreters� terminals.
The Mao and Kuznetsov had followed a very exact course on their way to the north Pacific; the programmers could not predict their exact positions on each pass of the US satellites. The vagaries of tides and happenstance are too wild for mathematics to accurately predict, so the entire intended route was doctored in every frame from two months before their actual departure, as had the RORSAT data.
The NSA team, under its new boss, had passed on everything they had gleaned from the program inserted by the two fugitive employees and an analyst in Britain had made a discovery.
Amidst the masses of data existed a longitude and latitude that had only appeared three weeks before, on the desolate Arctic Archipelago of Zemlya Georga, once known as Franz Josef Land, north of Murmansk.
Files showed that the Soviet Union had established a meteorology and research station there in the 50s but it had been abandoned through lack of funding in 1990. Ironically, had the Russian planners relied solely upon simple camouflage on the ground at Zemlya Georga, the subterfuge would never have been discovered. Where the US images showed snow and ice on the 3rd March, a British scientific survey�s images showed men anchoring a satellite dish.
The prime minister informed them that a Royal Air Force C-130 Hercules was departing RAF Luchars with members of the Royal Marine Commandos, Mountain & Arctic Warfare Cadre aboard. After a refuelling stop in Norway the marines would be flown below radar cover and dropped ten miles from their target. Their mission was not to simply destroy the site but to take out the dish before capturing the facility. Within the site would be the identity of the satellite the codes would be uploaded to.
The president and General Shaw exchanged glances whilst the new PM was speaking.
�Prime Minister,� began the president once the PM was finished. �Why were we not consulted before you authorised this� unilateral action?�
�Because time is of the essence and whereas your nation has twenty-four warheads hidden in it waiting to explode, my country, which is rather smaller than your state of Texas, has ten.�
The British PM gave them a moment to absorb those facts before he continued.
�We do not have an anti-satellite capability but you gentlemen do, so once our marines have obtained the satellite information it will be broadcast immediately. Can you be ready to attack the satellite in question once it is identified, you will have only about eight hours� to prepare, is it enough?�
The general thought for a moment before stating.
�It will have to be.�
The PM smiled and nodded.
�If you will excuse me, I really do have much to do.�
As the connection ended General Shaw smiled. He had served on operations in southeast Asia with the current occupant of 10 Downing Street.
�You can�t go wrong with a marine at the helm, ex Special Forces guy too.�
The president raised an eyelid and the general added.
�Present company accepted of course.�
�Is it feasible that the Russian�s would have only one site, surely anyone with a portable satellite phone could send this?� was the president�s next question.
CIA�s Terry Jones answered him.
�You have to factor in the need for absolute secrecy sir, I imagine that the data would be contained on a disc or CD-ROM. You are going to want those kept under control and the best way to do that is to limit their numbers. Same goes for the personnel involved, limit their numbers, the fewer who know, the fewer who can blab.� The president was watching him and his mind working, looking for flaws in the argument. Terry continued.
�If you stick the personnel who are going to send it in some out of the way spot, you limit our chances of finding it and destroying it should we get wise to what�s in the wind.�
�Which we apparently have,� agreed the chief executive. �General?� he said turning his attention away from Terry Jones. Shaw was on the telephone to the air force. Finishing the call he explained what he had done.
�Sir, the original testing of the ALASATs was run out of Langley AFB; the R&D unit that was responsible no longer exists, so we are going to have to scramble to get a mission together in time.�
�Lead me through it Henry, what are the problems, is it the weapons?�
�No Mr President, the ALASAT, air launched anti-satellite missile is made up of proven technology. Basically it is uses an F-15 as the launch platform, the ALASAT is made up of current weapons components and the warhead. Lower stage is off a SRAM, short-range attack missile, married to an Altair III solid propellant second stage and a miniature vehicle warhead. No modified airframe is required; any F-15 can launch it. The pilot flies a set profile under ground control, the missile seeker head tells the pilot when it has acquired the target and he launches as he would an AGM. It was first successfully used to destroy a defunct P78-1 satellite. But that was back in �85, a Congressional moratorium cancelled the program in �87, none of the original personnel are around any longer. I just ordered the air force to cut loose its best test pilot instructors from Edwards AFB; they�ve done the theory work on the launch technique. There isn�t going to be time to practice and they are enroute now in F-15s to upload the ALASATs. We have to knock out that satellite ASAP in case the Russians have a back-up site� I know I would.�
�I take it that ideally, more of an intelligence work-up should have been done?�
�Absolutely sir, but that would take time that we do not have. We cannot ask the Europeans or the Japanese to start manoeuvring satellites over Zemlya Georga to gain real time Intel, the Russian would see that and the game would be up. The Brits read it right; there really is no other option sir.�
The president didn�t like it but he had to agree.
�These Marines going in, they are Arctic specialists?�
Shaw pulled a face.
�I don�t like the term �specialist�, by definition it implies someone who knows more and more about less and less, until ultimately he knows nothing. No sir, the M&AW Cadre train to fight at altitude and in the cold. They were formed as part of ACE Mobile, earmarked to go behind Soviet lines should Norway be invaded. They are experts at working in sub-zero temperatures,� he explained.
�They all have got at least one Everest climb under their belts, without oxygen, and have hiked to one of the poles. When they are not on expeditions such as those they are instructing other marines in mountain and arctic warfare.�
�What can go wrong?�
�The aircraft may have to turn back through technical difficulties, they could crash if the weather is bad down low. They cannot fly over the weather, they would be seen and maybe shot down, either way the gig would be up.� The general glanced around the room.
�Once they are down, they have some of the most inhospitable terrain on the planet to cross. They have to avoid detection and prevent the alarm being raised on the mainland when they take the place. If they can do all that, then there is the big what if,� pausing for a moment to take a sip of water.
�What if the satellite that receives the codes is not the transmitter, what if it is just a relay station or just the first of several relays passing the arming codes to the one satellite we need to neutralise?�
�Jesus Henry� next time I ask you what the difficulties are, just tell me Mr President, you really don�t want to know� ok?�
�Yes sir.�
�Is there anything else about this I should know?�
�Mr President, you really don�t want to know.�
Northeast of Moscow: 0121hrs, 29th March
There was a touch of frost in the air of the forest. The chill wind from Siberia that moaned through the conifers was helping to bring the temperature down and whip away the smoke issuing from the chimney of the smart stone and log dacha.
The only illumination in the main room came in the form of flickering light from the log fire. Its resulting shifting of light and shadow leant a romantic atmosphere to the room and emphasised the good looks and curves of the blonde who sat naked astride Peridenko. Sweat dampened her skin and it shone as if oiled. Beads of sweat ran down her pale skin as she panted and rode him. Her golden hair was only visible where it emerged from under the nun�s headdress that she wore. Her breath had begun to come as sobs as she came near to her climax.
�Not yet!� Peridenko snapped, and rolled her off him. Kneeling up, he moved in order that she could occupy the lambskin rug before the fire. She knelt on elbows and knees facing away from him, presenting him with two choices.
�You do not come before I do!� he ordered.
She was facing away from him so he took the opportunity to reach under the rug and removed an object that he draped it over his shoulders before putting his left hand on her hip as he lined up.
�Not a pretty sight at all.� A voice declared from the shadows. The blond let out a little yelp and pulled away from Peridenko to squat defensively on the floor facing toward the voice with her arms wrapped about herself.
Serge stepped out of the shadows; his face blacked with camouflage cream and clad in a one-piece camouflage coverall and paratroop jump boots. He wore a headset with its boom mike before his face. The AKM-74 assault rifle sat easily in his grip as weapons do in the hands of those practised and confident in their use.
Peridenko was knelt upright with his hands covering his manhood and his eyes darted about. He appeared to be considering calling for help but Serge saved him the bother.
�Bodyguards should be bodyguards, not gravediggers Anatoly Peridenko.� The assault rifle stayed unwaveringly on the naked man as Serge let go the stock to pick up a garment draped over a chair back. He regarded the Aeroflot uniform before looking at the girl and then to Peridenko.
�Ah yes,� he said as he recalled something said by the other on a flight to Beijing.
�I see that the curtains matched the carpet after all, Anatolly?�
�Did you come here to mock me or just to indulge in voyeurism Serge!� Peridenko snapped back.
�As it happens, I came here to kill you,� was the calm reply.
Peridenko stared.
�What� why?�
�Our Premier ordered it so; it seems he believes you will not be satisfied with being mere head of the KGB once more.� He smiled genially at the frightened man before adding.
�Actually I was going to kill you myself anyway. This way just adds some legitimacy to the affair.� He stepped sideways in order to check for possible weapons within Peridenko�s grasp.
�From here I go to take over my new command.� He said with a nod indicating his camouflage clothing.
�This was an addition written at the foot of my orders.�
Peridenko began to jabber and offer inducements but Serge ignored him, addressing the girl instead.
�Did he tell you the significance of the Christian nuns garment� no?� The girl merely shook her head.
�I imagine he offered you some inducement to overcome your reluctance at allowing a hairy slobbering pig to screw you?�
Peridenko snapped at him.
�Are you here to kill me or insult me?�
Serge regarded him for a moment before he answered.
�Unlike yourself Anatolly I do not kill for pleasure, I am not mocking you; I am justifying to myself the necessity of killing you in cold blood.� Again addressing the girl he said.
�I also imagine that he promised you a move to one of the runs with more potential, in the West?� He studied her for a moment. �Affluent money men, more generous of your favours than ours or the Chinese. Possibly even a posting on the ground in one of the airline offices in the West. There you would have the chance of escape from low wages and state built hovel with garbage on the landings and elevators that never work. Meet a nice wealthy man and become his mistress or his bride?� She looked at the floor in shame.
�Ah, I see, that was it� Anatolly is an exploiter of beautiful things by offering them their dreams, young lady.�
With quick steps he snatched the object from around Peridenko�s shoulders and retreated. Serge held up the length of cord with wooden toggle handles at both ends and the stranglers knot in the middle. �The lovely Miss O�Connor believed she had merely escaped a fate worse than death by refusing your offer, Anatolly.� Tossing the strangling cord into the flames he spoke briefly into the headset microphone in answer to some communication.
�Now where was I? ah yes, Miss O�Connor. Had she accepted I am afraid I would have killed you before your date had been kept. I rather liked her you know. The sort of girl you would hope your son would bring home to meet the parents, and far too nice a girl to partake of one of your special celebrations.�
Peridenko cursed at him.
The words had no effect.
�Your bodyguards are occupying the grave intended for this lovely young creature, Anatolly� how many others are buried out there in the trees?�
The girl at last realised what Peridenko had intended for her and scrabbled further away, open mouthed in shock and looking at her lover through horrified eyes.
Peridenko bared his teeth, glaring in hatred at the soldier but did not answer.
Serge was stood calmly watching him, the assault rifle held almost casually at the hip but the muzzle never leaving Peridenko. There was a tinge of sadness perhaps in his eyes. Not sadness for the man nor for the girl either, but for himself. Again he spoke, after a few seconds that had seemed far longer in the atmosphere of the room.
�No answer?� no matter.�
In the confined space the single shot was deafening thunder as he shot the crouching man in the face without raising the butt to his shoulder.
The girl screamed aloud and darted into a corner of the room. Tears and visible, mortal terror spoilt her looks as she huddled in the corner, attempting to make herself as small as possible as she pleaded for her life. One arm was outstretched toward the muzzle of the weapon he held, hand open, palm facing outwards as if she hoped to ward off the high velocity bullet�s that she knew would come.
Gathering her clothes from the chair with one hand, he applied the safety catch of the weapon with the other and let it hang, muzzle down by its harness.
Serge carried the clothing to the girl and knelt. Soothing her with his voice, the survivor of battles from Afghanistan to Chechnya stilled her tears if not her shaking, before leaving the room and closing the door behind him.
�Did you find anything?� he addressed the two troopers who stood in the corridor. They nodded toward the bedroom and he entered to see they had found and opened Peridenko�s safe. He ignored the substantial bundles of high denomination US Dollars and rolls of gold coins for the moment. After a few minutes reading the documents from the safe he stuffed several printed sheets into an inner pocket of his coveralls and zipped it back up.
The wardrobe revealed a number of women�s outfits; Peridenko had apparently retained some of the more expensive clothing of the unfortunates he invited here when he had a special event to celebrate. He selected the two sable coats that he supposed had belonged to two, probably exceptionally attractive call girls now buried somewhere in the forest.
Stuffing a bundle of dollars and a roll of gold coins into one pocket of a sable coat, he left the bedroom with both the coats.
�Gather up the money.� He told one, and to the other.
�Collect all the watches and jewellery you can find and distribute it to the men who took part tonight.� He knocked on the living room door and waited a moment before entering. The girl was dressed but still trembling and looked at him with worried, uncertain eyes as he entered. He regarded her thin but relatively smart uniform overcoat and draped one of the sables over her shoulders and pressed the other into her hands.
�Do you have everything you came with?� Frowning in puzzlement at him the girl nodded.
�Come with me,� he ordered and walked from the room. Both his men waited.
�Take this young lady in my vehicle, see that she gets home safely and then rejoin us at the aerodrome,� he told one. When that man had departed the dacha with the girl in tow, Serge looked around him at the walls and expensive furnishings. To the remaining trooper he said simply.
�Burn it,� and strode out into the night.
Northwest of Zemlya Georga: 0844hrs, same day
The constant buffeting from the turbulent air above the waves had reduced most of the forty-two strong team of Royal Marines to states of misery.
Having emptied their stomachs into the vomit bags, some still experienced dry heaving. In the close confines of the aircraft, the cold, discomfort and stench of vomit had overshadowed any concerns the Royal Marine Commando�s may have had regarding the dangers involved in their mission.
After refuelling at Bod� in Norway, the 47 Squadron C-130 Hercules had flown out to sea before losing altitude and turning toward North Cape.
Squadron Leader Stewart Dunn and Flight Lieutenant Michelle Braithwaite had held the troop carrying aircraft fifty feet above the waves for almost four hours�. Instead of the light of dawn they had entered the half dark of the arctic day for this time of year. Below them the waves had given way to snow and ice and they now approached their initial point.
Sorties of RAF Jaguars and Royal Norwegian Air Force RF-16s, the reconnaissance version of the F-16 Fighting Falcon, were keeping the Russian radars busy. The C-130 would climb to the minimum height necessary to drop its load of men and equipment before descending again. Once on the ice the Marines would be on their own until they had evaded clear enough for extraction.
Down in the hold the RAF loadmaster�s donned arctic clothing, even though they themselves would not be leaving the aircraft and this warned the Marines who mentally prepared themselves.
Each Marine wore �Arctic Whites�; white trousers and hooded smocks made of thin parachute material covering multiple layers of warm clothing. Once they were on the ice and moving they would stop whenever they began to feel warm and remove one or two layers of their clothing. Layers go on and off prior to the marines getting too hot or too cold; it is a basic operating drill. In sub-zero temperatures it can be fatal to work up a sweat, because the sweat will soak into the clothing and freeze once they had stopped exerting themselves so exposure and pneumonia would soon follow.
Major Richard Dewar, RM, was no different from each and every one of his Marines in wanting nothing more than to escape the purgatory of their journey and leave the aircraft.
Red on, the sound of the engines altered as the pilots throttled up in preparation for a rapid climb to a safe jumping altitude. The marines in their two sticks stood up and hooked up. The business of buddy checking and last minute strap tightening commenced, their Bergen�s hampered their legs as they shuffled along and waited. The red lighting came on and transformed the interior, allowing the troops and �Loadies� to still see without providing a beacon for unfriendly eyes. The dispatchers opened the side doors and the rear cargo ramp lowered. The merely cold air within plunged to sub-zero and all commands had to be conveyed by hand signal.
The Hercules banked slightly and climbed steeply.
Green on, and led by Major Dewar both sticks went out of the side doors, heavier equipment out of the rear.
Twenty-seven seconds after completing its climb the C-130 descended and turned through 160� onto its egress route.
North Pacific: 0925hrs, same day
Hokkaido, the northern most island of Japan had slipped over the horizon astern of the Prince of Wales group during the night. The eight surface combat and three support vessels were under EMCON, electronic emission control, radios and radars on standby.
HMS Prince of Wales FA/2 Sea Harriers and ASW Merlin�s were on deck alert, as were the other ships in the group. One of her dedicated AEW Merlin�s was aloft and the other on deck alert along with the rest.
Further north HMS Hood was still trailing the Kuznetsov group, with the Chinese covert picket�s also heading north but unaware their perimeter had been breached.
The Russian Oscar II, SSGN Admiral Dumlev and her St Petersburg class SSK diesel escort Irkutsk, that Hood had detected, had already turned about. The northbound heading of the Prince of Wales group had not gone unreported by Chinese agents in Japan.
The Mao had ceased her constant circling and was heading south, her original timetable scrapped and her air group at varying stages of ability with regards carrier flight operations. In four hours� time the Kuznetsov would turn about and slow, allowing the Mao group to join with her and her group in the early evening. In southern China, marines were rehearsing for their role in the invasion of Taiwan as were the airborne troops assigned to that operation and the assault and capture of Singapore.
Duchess County, New York State: 1057hrs, same day.
Ben Dupre had a very personal interest in this particular operation, leaving his deputy in charge in Washington he had flown to New York State. Ben was not there to run the operation; he had a very able man in charge already. Once collected from the field where the Bureau helicopter had delivered him, a car dropped him in a small side road off the Route 84 near the Putnam County line. ATF, FBI and their SWAT command members were clustered around the vehicle employed as the mobile command post. Stood in the background was a USAF colonel, Ben shook hands all around and stood with the colonel to listen to the briefing.
The Fascists of America of had been infiltrated a year before by a young female agent who had moved up in the organisation hierarchy to close to the leadership. She had passed on to her handler a rumour she had heard that a foreign government had offered them assistance. The only stipulation, she had heard, was that in return for the FA attacking several targets of their choosing simultaneously with bombs they would supply, financial aid would be forthcoming. One such attack would be somewhere in New York City and she had learnt where the operation was to be staged from. The young woman had been requested to discover solid details, however, she had been found dead in a field instead. The circumstances of her death were not elaborated upon, at least two persons present at this briefing knew her personally and the agent in charge did not want this turning into a grudge match.
In nearby Wiccopie was a rented house containing five men, the plan was to enter and arrest the occupants. Authority had been obtained to block the landline telephone access and switch off the nearby cellular servers for the area whilst the operation was in progress. Surveillance on the premises and occupants had shown merely that they rarely ventured out and seemed to exist on a diet of pizza and fried chicken delivered to the door. A male and female agent, posing as a couple had rented the adjoining building and over the past thirty-six hours� a SWAT team had moved in and removed a significant amount of the dividing wall. In addition they had inserted fibre optic lenses into minute holes to observe the activity in the main room. A laptop computer could be seen, it had been on permanently since the surveillance had begun. Messages were being passed in an innocuous fashion in a chat room, this occurred every four hours� and the sender in the house referred to a copy of a school textbook before replying. Concluding that this was a security measure the agent in charge had decided not to interfere with the landline access as their subjects �leaving the room� would sound alarm bells at the other end as their screen name disappeared from the list of those in the chat room. They obviously had a procedure for re-establishing contact in the event of being accidentally �knocked off� the server, it had not happened whilst the surveillance had been in place so they had no idea what it would be. In all, fifty-two raids were taking place across mainland America, Alaska and Hawaii this morning. It was impossible to synchronise them, local conditions varied too much as they did here where the next security check was due in two hours� twenty-two minutes, they would �go� in two hours� thirty.
�We don�t want the subjects to break the connection right after their next message, it would look too suspicious,� the agent explained. �Ideally we don�t want the connection broken at all.� The agent glanced briefly at the colonel before continuing.
�You are all aware that this operation is being mounted in response to a suspected terrorist bombing being planned and you are probably wondering why the hell I am repeating myself after your briefing last night?� Pointing to the rear he informed them.
�You will all recognise Director Dupre, however the good colonel beside him is from JNAIRT, the Joint Nuclear Accident and Incident Response Team. There is a possibility that the bombing is not intended to a conventional one and suffice to say, should we find anything in the address it will be dealt with by JNAIRT.� This raised a lot of eyebrows.
With nothing to do but wait, Ben looked at his watch and wondered what the weather was like at 80�N 49�E.
Zemlya Georga: Same time.
Having burrowed into a snowdrift Major Richard Dewar had poked a small hole through to the other side to allow him to observe the innocent looking mounds three hundred yards distant. Richard and his men had made their initial approach towed on skis behind snowmobiles, their exhausts heavily muffled to the extent that the performance was well below that advertised for sporty civilian models. Wind was beginning to whip across the landscape; ice particles carried by the wind fogged his vision through his binoculars whenever the wind gusted. The wind chill factor had also lowered the temperature to a balmy �32�. The half-light made it difficult to judge distance; Richard had to concentrate on focusing his eyes. As he looked at the edge of one mound he distinctly saw its edge move, confirming that camouflage netting was in partial use at least.
Putting the last touches to his orders he moved backwards on his belly to join his section commanders for his �O� Group.
�Gentlemen, thank you all for joining me here at such short notice, I hope the bikini clad hotel staff met with your approval?�
It was not possible to make out the features of any of his men, white thermal head-overs masked their faces, they were items of essential clothing as much as they were personal camouflage items. �Orders� �
10 Downing Street, London: Same time.
The damage to the doorframe and door to the cabinet room had not yet been repaired. The room contained the new PM with his cabinet picked from the opposition parties, the leaders of those parties and the Metropolitan Police commissioner along with the heads of the armed forces. Collectively they were all mirroring scenes from similar rooms across the world. No one expected one hundred percent success from their countries military and police anti-terrorist operations today, but even the seizure of one device would mean saving the lives of tens of thousands over the coming years. Cancer related deaths resulting from the nuclear detonations could match, if not outstrip, the body count of the original detonation.
The PM himself was no stranger to being at the sharp end of operations. Of all the politicians sat in the room with him, he was the only one present who had served his country in uniform. One of the telephones before him was exclusively for the result of his marine�s mission at Zemlya Georga.
According to the clock on the wall the first premises, in Wolverhampton, was about to be assaulted. All in all he would have felt far happier had he been on the ice with the marines than sat waiting.
Zemlya Georga
The two surviving buildings from the old facility, abandoned to the elements twelve years before, had been patched up to keep out the weather. The buildings faced one another with about twenty feet between them. A colonel and his 2 i/c, a lieutenant, commanded an eight-man security team and two technicians responsible for operating and maintaining the satellite transmitter and radio equipment. In the weeks they had been confined here the colonel had remained aloof from everyone, leaving the running of things to the lieutenant. The colonel ate and slept in the smaller building with the communications equipment, apart from attending to the call of nature at the one chemical toilet they had; he never left the building. When the colonel did venture out he ensured that the key to the small safe beside the communications gear was around his neck on a chain. The troops had dug communications trenches in order to stay below ground level when out in the open, with both buildings almost buried by the snow it was a simple procedure to also transform the appearance of the site with cam nets, providing overhead cover from view. Three fighting positions had been prepared to provide security but with only the lieutenant and eight men it was not possible to keep them all manned. Remaining on sentry in sub-zero temperatures cannot be safely achieved for periods of over thirty minutes at a time. Once a man comes indoors again he has to care for his weapons and equipment. All snow and ice has to be removed before it melts, rounds have to be removed from magazines, weapons stripped and all cleaned to ensure moisture does not freeze them to inoperability when next exposed to the elements.
With only nine men available, only one position was kept manned for 24 hours� a day, two sentries occupied it at a time and every fifteen minutes one was relieved.
Major Dewar had sent two men to perform a close target recce, they had sketch mapped the layout, noted the sentry change over period and correctly identified the buildings functions. With these details to hand Major Dewar had briefed his men.
�Silent noise� emitted by the Royal Marines signallers kit was preventing any radio or microwave transmission or reception from the Russian position without alerting them. The marines two gun groups and sniper had moved into covering positions prior to the assault group moving to their jump off points.
Sliding below the cam nets and positioning themselves atop the communication trenches walls by both buildings the marines awaited the next sentry change. Lying immobile upon the snow sapped the warmth from the marines as they waited, threatening to trigger the body�s automatic defence of protecting the core organs by restricting blood flow to their limbs.
The outer door to both buildings opened simultaneously as sods law dictated that a communications technician would choose that moment to relieve himself in the toilet in the other building. With both buildings facing one another it meant both the sentry going on duty and the technician saw the danger to the other at about the same time as the Royal Marines Commandos slid down into the trench behind their respective man. The wind muffled the noise as mittened hands covered mouths and two knives were thrust home into the target's larynxes.
In the sentry�s position an impatient soldier looked down the communication trench for his relief. He was about to use the field telephone link to hurry the man up when a figure, huddled against the wind came into view.
Corporal Rory Alladay, RM, was not happy about his task, but the stakes were high and that did not leave any room for humanitarianism, at a range of eight feet he raised his weapon and opened fire on the Russian soldiers stood close together in the fighting position.
At both entrances to the two buildings the outer and inner doors were wrenched open. Grenades preceded the way into the living quarters, Lance Corporal Micky Field crouched beside the outer door until the grenades had gone off, then he rose and pushed at the inward opening outer door but the blast had jammed it shut. With another marine they both forced the door open and found the inner door half hanging off. As the marine with him came in view of the rooms dark interior there was a burst of automatic fire that pinned Micky beneath his colleague who had been hit in the head and chest, dying without a sound. The grenades had destroyed the lighting within the building and whilst Micky scrambled to disentangle himself a CS gas grenade was lobbed deep into the room whilst marines in the communication trench began firing into the room, with no target visible they were firing blind. He had just freed himself when an object thrown from inside the room hit the wall between the inner and outer doors and landed beside him. Micky had a split second of recognition before the Russian fragmentation grenade exploded.
Major Dewar had received confirmation that the building containing the communications equipment had been taken without casualties; however he had four men down at the second building. With no intelligence as to the opposition facing them, the M&AW Cadre had arrived fully prepared to take on a larger opposition force; he was however not prepared to lose any of his men to no purpose. Both his gun groups opened fire, providing cover as the two marines wounded by the grenade that had killed Micky were extracted from the communications trench. L/Cpl Field along with the first marine to be killed were left in place.
The 66mm LAW is no longer in general service with British forces; its inability to defeat the armour of a modern MBT caused its replacement. A �66� may not be able to fulfil its intended role but as a one shot piece of artillery it remains as a handy piece of kit for special forces, not that the M&AW Cadre would be pretentious enough to call themselves such.
In the communications building the satellite gear was moved to the far wall, protected by the bodies of the technician and Russian colonel draped across them before the marines withdrew, once clear the accommodation building was destroyed with two 66s.
Some fifteen minutes later the safe had been opened and Major Dewar pocketed a CD rom disc from inside and handed his signaller a series of times, bearings and angles above the horizon to transmit.
Wiccopie, Duchess County, New York State: Same day.
In the living room of the house, Audey Lee Mallory did not notice the smell of stale air from sweaty bodies and cigarettes as he watched a football game on the television. Keeping an eye on the laptops screen whilst monitoring their police scanner and watching the game too, was one of his subordinates. The other three members of the team were sleeping in the back room, two because they had pulled the night shift, one because he was drunk.
Audey was the product of a poor background and misspent school years, as were the others in the house with him today. Audey was one of those people who did not blame himself for the low wage jobs that had been his lot since leaving school; it was far easier to blame someone else.
He had been ripe for recruitment to the FA, an organisation that blamed blacks and Jew�s for all their woes. Their solution and recipe for an all-white America was the overthrow of the very organisation that kept blacks and Jew�s interests ahead of their own, the elected government.
The Audey�s of the world were not the sole membership of the FA, you can excuse to an extent Audey�s discontent, but the others, the hierarchy are harder to understand. In the same way it is difficult to understand how intelligent, well educated men and women, could believe an approaching comet was really a space ship, come to pluck they alone from the planets face and suicide was the way to passport control, so too is understanding how similarly gifted people can believe in the inbreeding of fascism.
FA had in their leadership, men and women with letters after their names.
Audey and Co were the foot soldiers, awaiting the code word that would signal the delivery of very powerful explosive devices to varying targets nationwide. Audey�s group was delivering their device to the banking centre of New York. The suitcase and remote control were concealed in the basement along with an impressive arsenal of small arms, which Audey had decided they would use once the bomb had exploded to create some more mayhem along Wall Street.
The latest security check had been sent some minutes before and the laptop operator decided to use the time out in the game as opportunity to take a leak.
Audey leant back and stretched, his head turned toward the sidewall as he did so. He paused and starred at the sidewall, he had not noticed that it had a bulge in it before, only a slight one but there just the same. Rising from the sofa and crossing the room he put his hand upon it and pushed.
Ben Dupre could not resist being in at the kill, he was not a part of the operational command structure and wanted to be the first to speak to his deceased agents �boyfriend�, one Audey Lee Mallory.
He was in the neighbouring house to that of the FA suspects, amongst members of one of his organisation's SWAT teams. Unlike them he was not clad in body armour and packing an MP5. They may have been �loaded for bear� but Ben had only his elderly but trusty .38 revolver. It was no longer FBI issue but as the organisations chief he felt he could bend the rules, after all, he was never likely to have to use it.
The plan of action was to have an ATF agent deliver a Pizza to the front door as both persons in the living room would then be drawn away from the laptop. The fact that one had not been ordered would not be critical; it was merely a diversion.
Once both suspects were engaged at the door the entry teams would crash through the dividing wall and the rear windows to the bedrooms. The rear entry team was still a hundred metres away awaiting the approach of the deliveryman before moving to their assault positions.
The ATF agent was not due for five more minutes when the agent monitoring the surveillance cameras warned everyone something was awry.
�Shit� Target One has seen something� approaching the wall now.� The SWAT members clutched their MP5s more firmly and starred at the two sections of wall they had prepared for fast entry.
With a tearing sound a hand and forearm appeared through one of the entry points. Ben was the first to react, in two strides he was at the wall and grabbed the arm firmly in both hands, bracing himself he pulled with all his strength, dragging the rest of the arm and its owner through the wall shouting
�Go, go, go!�
Ben had Audey on the floor and the surveillance tech left his seat to kneel on Audey�s back and seize the other arm, one of the SWAT team squeezed past them to enter the hole into the suspects address, treading on Audey�s legs that still protruded through to the other side.
By the other prepared entry point, another agent threw himself bodily at the wall, bursting through to the other side.
The laptop operator halted his journey to the john when he heard the crash as Audey was dragged through the wall. His Colt .45 preceded the way as he re-entered the living room and saw the first two SWAT members coming through the wall. Double tapping off two rounds at each man he scored two hits, one on each, neither round penetrated but both agents were temporarily out of the fight. Coming out of the left hand hole the agent was hit on the side of the head, the Kevlar helmet deflected the heavy round but the agents head was snapped to the side with the force of the impact, temporarily paralysing him and giving him whiplash that would last for weeks.
The second agent was hit in the chest, his chest rigs ballistic plate stopped the shot from causing the fatal injury that would otherwise have resulted, however the kinetic energy from the round was transferred to his upper body, severely winded, he sat down hard, blocking the next agent to emerge from the right hand hole.
In the bedroom the three sleepers were awoken by the gunfire and grabbed their weapons. One moved the curtains aside to check the rear of the premises and immediately saw the rear entry team sprinting toward the back garden, the two rounds he snapped off broke the windows glass pane and caused them to scatter into cover whilst still 50m away.
The two other occupants of the bedroom were peering down the hall apprehensively, weapons at the ready.
In the living room, the laptop operator leaped for the keyboard. The right hand hole was blocked by the tangle of limbs consisting of the shot agent and the man behind. No one else had tried to squeeze past Ben; the two FBI agents and their prisoner were still blocking the way.
From his position knelt in the hole, Ben, looked over his shoulder into the next living room and saw the laptop operator move. When he was asked about it later, he stated that it was almost an out of body experience, as if he was a mere spectator looking through his own eyes as his body took over, drew his elderly .38 and aimed at the leaping suspect. He did not even recall hearing the shots but was aware of the revolvers kick as he aimed and fired, all in one movement. His men were proud of him, their boss, The Chief, had quick drawn and rapid fired two rounds from an old revolver, which hit a moving man in both the chest and head. Ben stated he felt as if he was still under remote control when he had then gone through the hole, leading the way for the rest of that entry team, and shouted to the last three to surrender, which they had.
Ben left the address on his own straight afterwards, stepping aside for the medics and other officers running up to the house, before walking down the street. A hundred yards along he turned into an alleyway, after glancing around briefly for onlookers he had bent over and vomited up the contents of his stomach onto the alleys floor. A law enforcement officer for over twenty years, he had drawn his weapon on half a dozen occasions but never fired in anger until today.
Nellis AFB, Nevada: 1452hrs, same day.
With over 8200 hours� flying time between them on over forty different types, Major Glenn Morton and his wingman, Major Al Barrichello, USAF, were two of the most experienced pilots in the Air Force. It was for that reason that they were today entrusted with half of the United States inventory of ALASATs.
For the past three hours� their two F-15C Eagles had been orbiting the desert at 18000 feet with a KC-135 tanker on call for their exclusive use.
Glenn had spent the time going over his pre-launch checklist for the fifteen year old weapon slung below his aircraft and was now as confident as he could be in launching a weapon he had only read of before today. The hot sun was sweating a few pounds off him as they traced their racetrack pattern above the desert. He was passing the time by performing calculus in his head when their controller sent them to top up their tanks from the KC-135. Once both had tanked and were clear the controller called them again
�Trident One and Two turn right to 220�, climb to 36000 feet and standby, we have a target for you.� Glenn gave Al a quick look as he held position on his wing before answering.
�Roger, Tridents turning to 220� and climbing to 36000.�
The aircraft performed a tactical split putting them 500 feet apart, because after all, their weapons were not just fifteen years old; they were fifteen-year-old weapons provided by the lowest bidder.
Their Pratt & Whitney F100-PW-220 turbo fans carried the aircraft aloft with little audible effort and levelled off at the ordered height.
�Trident One and Two maintain heading and go weapons hot.�
�Roger, Tridents maintaining 220 and going weapons hot.�
The controller began relaying intercept instructions. Going to full afterburner both aircraft accelerated to 1,370 knots, Glenn and Al went through their checklists and armed the weapons before pulling up into a 55-degree climb. Both weapons would be launched to increase the probability of a �kill� on the fast approaching Russian satellite. Glenn was passing through 83400 feet when he heard the tone indicating the ALASATs seeker had acquired a solid lock on the satellite, all he had to do was keep the aircraft at its present attitude and let the computers do the rest. At 84120 feet the lower stage, intended for an AGM 90 SRAM, boosted the ALASAT away from the F-15. Above Glenn the blackness of space beckoned and he almost forgot to close his eyes against the glare of the missiles motor as it raced toward the stygian blackness ahead. As briefed, Glenn banked before throttling back and rolling inverted, allowing gravity to do the rest. At 50000 he pulled back into a gradual decent. Al warned him he was joining with him and Glenn was disquieted to see the other still had his ALASAT.
�Oops.�
Thirty miles from Nellis however the controller had a smile in his voice.
�Trident One, space command reports a solid kill on the target.�
Now that was going to make an interesting entry in his logbook.
White House, Situation Room: 1600hrs, same day
Everyone present stood as the president entered.
�Sit� you�re wasting energy and I don�t know about you people but lack of sleep is making me light headed just walking� don�t look so surprised, it�s the sedan chair bearers day off.� Taking his seat he asked.
�I heard we got a satellite, was it the one we needed to kill?�
Looking up from his notes the CSA told him.
�Unfortunately Mr President there is no way of knowing at this time.�
The President was silent for a moment.
�Did we learn anything from this Zemlya Georga place, any clue as to whether there was a satellite relay to another from the one we took out?�
�We are none the wiser sir, no.�
�And no better informed either it would seem!� The president snapped at him in frustration. He took a deep breath before looking at his CSA again.
�Please accept my apology Joseph that was uncalled for.� The CSA nodded and smiled sadly in understanding.
�Andrea, you�re up, what�s the situation with the raids?� he addressed the FBI deputy Director.
�Sir, all thirty-two operations went off as briefed, we have recovered seven devices and may have solid leads on two more, all the seven we got were near their suspected targets. The others raids were either dry holes, nothing to connect the people we got� at this stage, some of the others were too far from the targets on the list, they may have been moved in preparation for an imminent �go� signal,� taking a breath she read from her notes.
�Sixty two individuals are in custody, we already have their legal beagles becoming vocal,� she looked at the president and stated.
�All suspects are being kept incommunicado whilst they are interviewed; once that is done they will be put into military custody, same as Al-Qaeda.�
The president nodded.
�What�s their make-up, Ben briefed me on the groups, where these people from?�
The deputy scanned the sheets in front of her.
�Five different groups were targeted, four white radical and one Islamic extremist, most we hit on spec using information already in existence to obtain the warrants, the rest under homeland defence warrants. Three of the recovered devices were in the possession of FA people. I�m assuming their targets were New York, San Diego and Tampa. The other four were also white, loosely linked to FA, the Islamics were all negative.�
�I couldn�t care too much about the white trash, personally I think as they wanted to tear up the constitution they should have a taste of what life�s like without it,� he focused on her.
�If all there was on the Islamics was a dislike of their being Muslim then I want them cut loose soonest� ok?�
The DDI updated them all on the worldwide hunt for the devices. �The results tend to reflect the size of the country with how sophisticated their anti-terrorist intelligence make up is. Only twenty-nine recovered worldwide,� he gazed solemnly at the Chief Executive.
�Something of interest though, three more recovered in the UK, large gun battle still going on near Aldergrove airport in Northern Ireland, I suspect someone jumped the gun. One case was recovered at the perimeter; three dead and four wounded security personnel and five terrorists dead or captured so far. They had a remote control, eighties technology and Russian manufacture� according to London the timer on the remote showed it should have detonated already?�
�I assume that the case has not been examined yet, is their team from AWRE enroute?� CSA asked.
�Apparently a ferry has been requisitioned and crewed by Royal Navy personnel, as cases are recovered they are flown there for AWRE to deal with, the ferry is out in the North Sea.�
CSA nodded to DDI.
�Thank you, when it is examined we will know more, whether it is a dud or whether we got the right satellite,� he concluded.
Turning to State.
�What�s happening in London, any transitional problems?� he asked.
�The people woke up next morning with a new government; the story was that the old PM had a breakdown.�
�Won�t they wonder why his deputy didn�t just take over?� asked General Shaw.
�Unfortunately it has been suspected by some and known by others, that the cabinet was kept weak in order that that guy could feel strong,� answered the president.
�In the kingdom of the blind the one eyed man is King,� remarked the general.
�What will happen to him?� he enquired.
Terry Jones answered that.
�Art Petrucci is quite thick with the police commissioner there. The guy didn�t pull the trigger on the officers who were killed but he was prepared to overlook that and the nuclear bomb plot. Moscow passed him a request from that Peridenko guy and as we know he ordered the killings of the two who may have saved all our asses, in order to curry favour. His governments already fallen and a coalition party is at the helm now, so there is no question of sweeping it under the carpet �for the public good�. Once this crisis is over the commissioner is going to lean on the Lord Chancellor for a treason charge on top of the conspiracy to murder,� he said before adding, �Our two friends had nothing new for us, by the way.�
�Well at the very least we have our combined thanks for them, and for the ex-PM�s wife also� the president said.
The Secret Service chief cleared his throat before speaking.
�Mr President, getting back to the bombs, there are still seventeen outstanding. I recommend that the listed staff evacuate as per the existing contingency plans and we should do it now.�
The president shook his head.
�No, I�m staying. I want the vice president to go in my place but I want my family out of here. At some time in the next four days a lot of people are possibly going to die. I cannot keep secret what we know and hide. Keeping a lid on this is going to be tough enough without explaining why the Chief Executive is already in a fall-out shelter!�
�Air Force One, Mr President,� corrected Secret Service.
�I know what I meant� jeez!� the president returned in exasperation.
�Okay,� he said after a moment.
�No time like the present, call in Marine One and let�s get the show on the road.�
Enroute to Port Texas: 1823hrs, same day.
Despite the president�s entreaty, someone sent a text message and it snowballed from there. The public was aware of a general threat; it had been in the news for days.
The six possible evacuation sites were all military targets with reasonably small civilian communities nearby, which is to say �small� as in not city sized. Fort Hood was one, the non-combatants relocated to another military facility, mothballed since the reduction in force program. Their exodus did not affect the combatants on their way to war, as the railroads were the means by which the equipment travelled to the ports. Some troops would go that way too but most would go by air and were heading to the airport for the journey east.
Heck and a small party went with their kit on the train journey in order to assist the loading. 5th US Armoured Division was to be embarked at two ports, close by to one another, separated only by the waterway between, at Beaumont and Texas City. The vehicles and stores went off on more than one train; they went in what the British Forces call �Packets�. Heck and his contingent were sad to be leaving America; they had all had a good laugh there, made some good mates but not seen as much as they would have liked of the continent.
Someone, probably a Rifleman or a Trooper called their unit, the Queen Elizabeth Combat Team one night in a bar and the name stuck amongst the Brits. Some of their American cousins however referred to them, unwisely, as �Those Queens� on another night in another bar. As the unit was too small to qualify for a sergeant major in the orbat, the Green Jackets platoon sergeant �riffed� in a series of male, and a female, soldier to face Heck�s displeasure the next day.
�LetRyeLetRyeLetRye� Mark time� HALT� Left turn!� The verdict was the same for each case.
�Do you elect my award or court martial?� None were foolish enough to elect for the latter and all received the same punishment. �Fined one dollar� march out� next case.� A US Army Artillery units commander had been present to observe and he turned steadily more puce with each award. After the last case had been riffed out, the American captain had let rip. His men had been the ones making the defamatory remarks.
�I fined my guys more than that!�
�Well your chaps do get paid more after all,� Heck countered.
Lost for words the captain blurted the first thing that came to mind. �We bailed your asses out twice, in both world wars!�
�On both the first and second test matches you turned up late for the third innings and Germany was ahead by five runs� we�d already taken two wickets� storming googlies at that, and one out for LBW too!�
Totally lost for words but convinced he was in the presence of a lunatic uttering gibberish the artillery captain had departed.
�Well I thought that went rather well, didn�t you?� he asked Tony McMarn and Daniel King who had been sat at the back of the office for �Company Orders�. Lt McMarn was eating the edge of his beret to stop laughing and Daniel was mentally burying Anglo American relations.
On this dull grey morning the trains heading for the ports slowed to a halt long before the tracks separated to the north of the cities limits. Waiting is an art soon mastered by servicemen the world over. There was no point worrying about this stoppage, certainly nothing to warrant straying along the track in the drizzle for. If anyone came along shouting about their still being far from the docks, well no matter, they had a train driver to blame and being a civilian was immune to military bollockings and probably deserved shooting for being paid more than them anyway.
Heck, Tony and Danny, who was still �tagging along� as liaison were catching up on sleep, as soldiers do in daylight, with their berets or other head gear over their faces.
Far ahead, a favourite niece of a VIP had been sent a text in the early hours� to get in the car and drive west ASAP. Within an hour the number of people warned and sworn to secrecy increased exponentially until the local TV and Radio got the word. By the time the first of the trains reached a crossing outside the city there was a panicked mass fleeing the city. A Winnebago ignored the crossing sign and tried to beat the train across the track. The derailed engine sat atop the remains of the vehicle and the family of five occupants. Panicked drivers, road rage shootings and insufficient road widths caused other accidents and hold-ups on the other routes from the city.
Ambulance and Fire & Rescue vehicles tried to respond but were trapped in the lines of slow or non-moving vehicles. The Police didn�t respond as they had no one available who wasn�t already fully committed with the log jammed traffic and looting that had begun.
PLAN Mao, North Pacific: Same time.
The north Pacific was just as inhospitable as it had been since they had come aboard. Captain Hong had sailed these waters and see it far worse, his sailors were all experienced seamen, some with many more years in these waters than himself, he felt himself lucky to have such an excellent company of men. Looking about him he saw that his bridge crew were already gaining in competency, but this was a relatively easy function compared with other areas of the ship, the nuclear power plant department for instance, they were reliant upon the skill of their Russian tutors to run the department and pass on the skills needed to run and maintain it. His Chief Engineer had never seen a nuclear power plant before coming aboard; he spent most of his time with his head in a book and a Russian engineer schooling him. Fortunately the rest of the ship was not so far removed from what his other departments were used to. He was far less certain about his pilots and so were their Russian instructors, the original eight days preparation was highly optimistic, he knew that he had too many pilots barely competent at landing in good weather, in daylight, on the Russian training runway. When he had received his orders to prepare for combat operations in four days he had almost snapped at Marshal Lo Chang over the secure channel when he had requested verbal confirmation. The PRC was not forgiving of its citizens, in uniform or out when it came to refusal or failure, Captain Hong had no option but to apologise for bothering the Marshal once his new orders were confirmed.
The Admiral who was to command the carrier group was enroute to join the ship now, although he had been appointed at the same time as Hong he had not chosen to grace them with his presence until today. Hong was somewhat surprised by the choice of the man, he was sponsored by the defence minister but far from being the most experienced choice to command such an important asset in time of war.
Vice Admiral Putchev came onto the bridge and smiled as he saw Hong.
�Captain, I have come to wish you farewell before I depart. It seems your Admiral does not feel the need for advice, I am leaving on the same aircraft that delivers him.�
Hong was shocked.
�But Admiral, we have still much to learn. Admiral Li has no experience with air operations or carrier tactics!�
Putchev shrugged and watched as an Antonov-140 AWACS was catapulted from the deck.
Hong joined him.
�Sir, Admiral Li has less experience than other officers who could have been given this command.�
�I think you mean that he has managed to attain his rank through influence rather than his seamanship or command abilities, Captain� he looked at Hong.
�True?�
Hong checked that they were not likely to be overheard before he answered.
�True.�
�I have left a report for Admiral Li, stating that you and your crew have surpassed my expectations� but in my opinion are a month short of being combat ready.� Putchev looked aft to observe a SU-27KUB trainer that was making a rather hesitant approach, the daylight was fading fast and that was likely to worry any inexperienced carrier pilot.
�He is too high,� he told Hong. The aircraft was indeed too high; the pilot attempted to correct by throttling back further but sank too fast and poured on power and retracted his tail hook. The Sukhoi touched down and raced the length of the flight deck as the pilot boltered and went around to try again.
�He will likely be worse the next time around, it will be even darker then,� he said aloud.
The next SU-27 pilot however was apparently made of sterner stuff, the approach was smooth and the trap went well, catching the two wire.
�I thought that was one of my pilot instructors for a moment.� Putchev said to the Chinese captain.
Hong smiled ruefully.
�Lieutenant Shen, if only all my pilots were such quick learners.� He remarked.
�The lieutenant is a remarkably good pilot Captain, your other pilots are also very good or they would not be aboard this ship, he just learnt faster.�
A messenger saluted and informed them that the two aircraft carrying the new Admiral and his staff were inbound, ETA fifteen minutes.
�I will take my leave of you Captain,� said Putchev �May we all soon live in� less interesting times.�
Hong grinned.
�Until we meet again sir.� holding out his hand.
�Until we meet again,� agreed Putchev, shaking his hand.
Circling around once more to attempt to land, Major Lee was conscious of his instructor sat beside him talking him through it yet again. The SU-27KUB, Korabelny Uchebno Boevoy, the ship borne combat trainer, again followed the pattern.
�Try not think of it as a ship at sea Major, if you can pretend that it�s just a small landing field were some idiot built the tower too close to the runway, it may help.� Lee took a deep breath and began his approach once more.
Lieutenant Fu Shen was standing on the side of the deck to watch his squadron commander when the aircraft handler shooed him away. The deck of an aircraft carrier is a busy and dangerous place, so he entered the island, heading for where he could observe, he arrived in time to see Major Lee catch the four wire.
As the handlers rushed about to clear the deck Shen saw an Antonov An-72 make its approach. Its two high wing turbo-fans made it look top heavy and ungainly, though the man at the controls was obviously a seasoned aviator, as the Americans termed carrier pilots. Smoothly the pilot brought his aircraft in, catching the two wire. To Shen�s disbelief, the AN-72 almost stopped dead in its tracks, instead of a less harsh transition. Time slowed down as the tail section and port wing separated from the rest of the fuselage. The sheared wing hit the deck in a cloud of debris, spilling fuel that ignited before cart wheeling away over the side, burning fuel trailing behind it. Shen continued to watch in horror as the rest of the transport, its remaining engine at full power, stood on its nose gear and accelerated. The belly gear was clear of the deck when the nose gear collapsed and the aircraft flipped over and disappeared after its wing, over the edge of the flight deck.
Fire fighting foam was pumped across the deck, dousing the flames as the Mao�s ready KA-29 helicopter spooled up and took off, circling back to search for survivors. Captain Hong stood upon the bridge mentally hoping that the aircraft had been the one carrying the Admiral.
Forty minutes later the �T� shaped tail fin of the crashed transport had been manhandled over the side and the second transport landed. Admiral Li�s face was expressionless as he ignored Vice Admiral Putchev�s salute to demand an explanation. Captain Hong had guessed the cause correctly when he witnessed the accident, the junior lieutenant in the arrester gear department had confirmed that the wrong settings had been made. The gear had been set for too great a weight, stopping the transport dead and over straining its airframe. The Admirals personal guard of marines had travelled with him and stood at his rear and sides, weapons at the ready, as if this had been a deliberate attack upon the man.
�My luggage was aboard that aircraft, Captain. Fetch me the man responsible and his officer.�
Hong gaped at him for a split second before barking orders to his First Lieutenant. His luggage? There were eighteen men aboard that transport, none had survived!
Five minutes later the young lieutenant and a rating in his 30s, a seaman of much experience appeared. The Admirals Flag Lieutenant and two marines dragged the men to the side of the flight deck where the aircraft had disappeared; neither man realised what was going on until the marines cocked their weapons. The young officers eyes grew large and the rating looked to his captain with an appeal on his lips when his body and that of the Ratings folded and fell backwards into the sea upon the impact of the marines almost point blank fire.
Washington D.C: 0847hrs, 30th March
The two Arab and two Americans were over an hour late getting to the chosen ambush site on Pennsylvania Avenue NW, two miles from the White House.
All in all it is quite admirable that of all those persons in the Situation Room when the president had burdened them with the need for secrecy, only one had broken that trust.
National media had broadcast the story of the exodus from Texas City. The O�Connor list had never been publicised so the nation as a whole had been on edge. The live pictures from Texas had triggered some, not all, into loading up their vehicles and heading out of the city. Panic begets panic and others joined the flight, jamming the roads with the heaviest outgoing traffic ever seen for this time of day.
The four Islamic extremists were still some half-mile distant from the outer cordons protecting the White House when they had sighted the van ahead and deliberately bumped the vans rear. The van driver had left the van, muttering away in annoyance as he went to inspect the damage. To his surprise, one of the occupants of the car that had hit the rear of his van wore the same company uniform. He was even more surprised when a handgun was pushed into his ribs and he was told to smile. Curious glances by onlookers and motorists did not note anything amiss when the two men in the company livery entered the rear of the van. Ahmed Mohazir jabbed the long needle of a syringe into the van drivers� chest and depressed the plunger; injected in the heart with a massive dose of heroin it killed the legitimate driver instantly.
Ahmed had prepared himself for this day, considered himself honoured and blessed by Allah in being chosen, when the suitcase was slid into the back of the van Ahmed hid it amongst the produce before climbing into the driver�s seat. Reaching under his jacket, he removed the bulky remote control from where it was strapped; fully extending its antennae he dialled in the arming code and pressed transmit. The weapon was now armed and required only that he lift the spring-loaded arm that protected the switch and depress it. He pushed the remote out of sight beneath his jacket and reattached the straps holding it to his torso. With his friends following on behind he headed toward the first of the Police and National Guard checkpoints.
Ahmed sighted the checkpoint before 6th Street NW. The National Guardsmen were pulling over all vehicles that wanted to proceed and from what he could see most were turned away. The vehicles that remained were being searched thoroughly beside the road and they included two other vehicles that he knew from their reconnaissance, made regular deliveries at the end of this road. Something had changed since their last intelligence gathering foray a four days before, Ahmed wondered if they could have been betrayed?
Beyond the cement filled barrels and coils of barbed wire, two Humvee�s were parked at staggered angles, creating a chicane that cleared vehicles were forced to drive slowly around, insurance against vehicles crashing through. Ahmed saw the weak spot; both vehicles should have been positioned pointing into the centre of the street, the nearer of the two vehicles was not, its lighter rear end barred the way.
Ahmed counted six policemen and twelve soldiers at the checkpoint, one soldier was manning an M-60 machine gun atop the furthest Humvee, he was alone and did not have the weapon in his shoulder, ready to fire.
Using his cellular Ahmed called his friends in their car behind; he said few words before ending the call.
The line of vehicles before him shortened until he was next in line, a policeman approached him, and the circular motion he made with his hand meant he wanted the side window wound down before he reached Ahmed.
Ahmed stopped the van and smiled at the officer, reaching across for the clipboard on the dash as his friends exited their car behind the van. Their first target was the M-60 gunner who dropped away from his weapon when struck by the rounds fired from the passengers two AR-15s. The driver knelt beside his cars open door and fired short bursts from an elderly British made Sterling sub machine gun, hitting the officer at the vans window in the upper legs and scattering those others on his side of the vehicle.
With the threat from the M-60 removed Ahmed floored the accelerator, he had only forty yards to build up enough momentum to knock aside the nearer Humvee and aimed to deliver a glancing blow to its rear.
In the road behind him the initial shock had worn off those manning the checkpoint and fire was being returned at the three young Arabs beside the car.
Reality and Hollywood are two totally different worlds, as Ahmed discovered as the front end of the van struck the Humvee. The National Guard vehicle moved but only a few feet, the van however stopped dead and the engine stalled, Ahmed was flung forward against the steering wheel where the remote control box broke the lower two ribs either side of his sternum.
Two hundred yards ahead the next checkpoint had been alerted by the sound of firing, the soldiers and police officers there had taken up firing positions, sighting on the van.
Steam and water were pouring from the vans crushed radiator as a winded Ahmed tried to restart the van; he was cursing as he pumped the accelerator but ducked with a start as the windscreen shattered. High velocity rounds made a loud cracking sound as they passed close to him; he could feel the impact of the rounds hitting the van as the vibration was transmitted through the steering wheel.
He wished that the White House could have been closer but the government buildings either side of the van would have to suffice as he muttered.
�Allah Akbah!� and depressed the switch on the remote.
In the White House the president risen at 0800hrs with the benefit of just four hours� sleep to top up his depleting internal batteries. His doctor, an Admiral, was concerned that his charge was approaching a collapse, the president�s caffeine intake was screwing up his system and he had been genuinely angry when he confiscated a packet of caffeine tablet�s from off the top of the Oval office desk.
This morning the president had showered and gone down to the kitchens to eat breakfast with the kitchen staff and his secret service bodyguards, he saw no point in the staff putting themselves out for a relatively empty residence.
They were all sat together in a quite informal relaxed atmosphere; one of the longest serving chefs was recounting a story about a banquet, during a previous administration and the antics of an extremely drunk Latin diplomat whose intake had rendered the then president�s mother-in-law irresistible in his eyes.
�Jesus!� said the president at one point in the story.
�There is a photo of her around somewhere� she is truly scary!� The laughter around the table was at its height when the lights went out.
Belorussia, north-east of Minsk: Same time
The armed forces of the country had been arrayed along a roughly NW/SE line behind the Dnieper and Byerazino rivers. Unlike NATO armies the Belorussians had large stocks of both anti-tank and anti-personnel mines which they had spent the last two days planting in the earth on crossing approaches and near likely FUPs, forming up points, that an enemy might choose.
Since before the nomadic Khazari first wandered these lands in the 5th century the line of rivers had been a boundary and a defence. The rich, fertile earth had witnessed much conflict, the most recent being in the 1940�s. The Russians had defended from the east bank as the German Panzer armies sought ambitiously to conquer as far as the distant Bering Straits in 1941. Those same German Armies defended the opposite bank in 1943 when their enterprise failed and the Russians taught them the meaning of �pay back�.
Satellite Intel provided by NATO showed them three Army Groups coming their way. Amongst the mix of units opposing them were their own pro-Communist units now under Russian control, their defection had reduced the loyal Belorussian forces by 27�% on the ground and 48�% in the air.
Lithuania, Belorussia and Poland had requested NATO forces move forward into their countries to support them but NATO was in no position to go anywhere at present. Had NATO forces been suited and booted, ready to go, at that time they would probably have still chosen to make their stand in Germany anyway, where they knew the ground intimately. NATO offered the three countries more solid flanks to depend upon; if their forces fell back into Germany prior to the opening shots being fired. Not unexpectedly they all declined, choosing to defend their own soil. The NATO Commander did not press the offer more diligently, because as cold and callous as it may sound; the doomed country's armies would buy him a little time longer to organise. What NATO did promise was air support, intending where possible to thin out the New Red Army before their ground forces met east of Berlin.
When units of the 2nd Panzer Division, Armeegruppe �Mitte� in 1943 had limped back to the west bank of the Dnieper River from their defeat in the biggest tank battle in history, Kursk, their soldiers had dug in at the exact spot where the Belorussian 1st Motor Rifle Regiment now waited. Radio intercepts in the night had warned them the enemy was now poised. The Belorussian soldiers stood-to in the pre-dawn darkness, glimpsing the shades of armies long gone in the river mists that coiled and flowed over their fighting positions.
The ghosts faded with the coming of the sun that burnt off the mists from the river. The night chill gave way to peaceful lulling warmth as morning gave way to afternoon.
Dozing soldiers came to wakefulness as three pairs of SU-25 ground attack aircraft screamed over at low level, heading west with under-slung ordnance in view.
The Commander of the Belorussian land forces was speaking with his staff as a printer in a nearby vehicle was noisily churning out a satellite photo being uploaded to them from Washington, after just a few seconds the printer stopped. An operator checked the equipment�s digital readout for error messages that would explain the interrupted down-feed, seeing none he slapped the side of the machine as one does with a misbehaving TV set. The data stream from America had stopped the moment Ahmed Mohazir had pressed the button in the crashed van with National Guardsmen firing on him.
Changi International Airport, Singapore: Same time
Sarah Mintakis and Nigel Curtis were making their way into Terminal 1 behind a trail of disgruntled, tired and argumentative passengers from their Boeing 747�400. Qantas flight QF320 wasn�t going anywhere tonight, certainly not on to Sydney until the engine fault that caused their return to the Terminal had been rectified.
Emerging into the main concourse the Qantas ground staff took charge of the passengers and began the business of arranging hotels and transport. As cabin crew they already knew when their transport would arrive, they had over an hour to kill and chose to head for the smoking lounge, passing the water feature with the bird song so real you found yourself gazing up toward the roof for a glimpse of brilliant plumage. The smoking lounge, the only place in the airport where nicotine addicts from around the globe could rub shoulders, share their first, or last cigarette for another few thousand miles. Even the generally reserved English would nod and smile amiably at total strangers in the lounge as they broke their enforced fast for the mild narcotic.
Pushing through the doors of the glass-enclosed refuge of the stubborn, they continued through to the outside platform. The heat of the day still lingered along with Changi�s unique aroma of humid jungle undergrowth and jet exhaust. Leaning over the guardrail sharing gossip and cigarettes, they had their backs to the terminal and missed seeing airport staff and police rushing about. It was only when Nigel stopped in mid-sentence, eyes fixed on something above that Sarah looked too. Masses of parachutes, hundreds of parachutes, were drifting earthwards.
Air Force One: 1430hrs, same day
General Shaw exited from the cabin where the vice president was cosseted and shook his head in annoyance. They had been aloft for over five hours� now since the bomb had gone off. The armed forces were at DefCon One and the ROE worldwide was weapons free.
B-52s that had arrived in England the day before were uploading for their first mission, a strike against the new Red Army. At Ramstein AFB in Germany the first of several wild weasel missions was standing by for NATO to challenge for air superiority over Lithuanian and Belorussia.
Poland appeared to be being bypassed but four divisions of reservists were threatening their border and preventing them providing support for Lithuania or Belorussia. However, Shaw knew already that the Poles were preparing to attack, not defend.
In Australia, their navy had surprised a PLAN mini sub on the surface close in shore, there were marker beacons on board which they suspected were to assist a future amphibious landing. Two navy helicopters were presently prosecuting a faint contact, which may be the mother ship of the mini sub.
Russia's plan had been exposed and the Russians knew that that West had known. Of course it was only to be expected the Russians would bring their timetable forward, they had precious other choice.
Five goddamn hours� up here and yet that wimpy little shit still wouldn�t let them land. The man doesn�t need more time to �Assess the situation� he needs time to grow a backbone, thought Shaw.
Returning to the main cabin he sat down with the CSA and NSA director.
�What�s he say?� asked NSA.
�He says it�s too soon and wants hard Intel that there aren�t suitcases waiting to go off at every field big enough to accept us.�
�Well� .� began NSA, �� .he is in charge now, at least until the engineers have extracted the president.�
Air Force One had been orbiting above the Atlantic at 0900hrs local time in Washington in company with a flight of Navy F-14As and their own KC-131 tanker. The joint chiefs and civil emergency staffs were aboard another converted Boeing 747 several hundred miles away, known as �Kneecap�, the National Emergency Airborne Command Post�s communications were in a constant state of high volume traffic.
As far as the timing and target aspect of the terrorist attacks, as gleaned from the O�Connor female, it had seemed to have panned out. Granted that the Irish terrorist timetable had given them another four days grace, however the White House had lost its famous dome, along with a large portion of the roof. The wing nearest the explosion had completely collapsed, burying the kitchen level under tons of rubble. The Army Corps of Engineers were on scene and clearing the debris in order to rescue the president and staff who were the only ones at the White House that morning to escape with only minor injury.
Fires were still burning in Washington where the damage to America�s capital was massive. The FBI headquarters in the J. Edgar Hoover Building, Justice Department, National Archives along with the great museums and National Gallery were gone. Initial casualty estimates were four thousand, dead or missing and the hospitals were flooded with burn and blast injuries. The nuclear footprint, which is the shape of the fallout effected area, was to the northeast, effecting over forty city blocks but that number would increase as more of the irradiated dust filtered down from the stratosphere.
An air force sergeant handed the general a message sheet.
�Oh sweet lord� Taiwan and Japan are under long range conventional missile attack from China and an airborne assault is underway at Singapore!� He told them before striding purposefully toward the vice presidents compartment; he had not reached it before being handed three more sheets of bad news by another air force sergeant.
�Mr Vice President,� he began. �Both China and Russia have begun open hostilities. At 0930hrs Washington time, four nuclear devices, of approximately 6 kilotons yield each, were detonated off the North Cape. NATO had a submarine picket in place guarding against Russia and their allies SSN, SSGN and SSBN boats from breaking out into the Atlantic. As result we have lost contact with four of our boats, HMS Cutlass and HMS Debonair were almost on top of two of the devices. The Royal Norwegian Navies Ula and Poland�s Wilk are the other two boats. Three other NATO submarines suffered varying amounts of damage.� The vice president made no comment so General Shaw continued.
�NATO suspects that these were pre-positioned mines. Fifteen minutes after the attacks on the picket boats the surface combat task force which was backing up the boats came under air attack from TU-160 �Blackjack� bombers with heavy fighter CAP support.� Shaw paused, determined to get some reaction from the man.
�What happened?� was all he got.
�Of a total of nine NATO ships in the task force, one destroyer and two frigates, USS MacGowan, the German frigates Koln and Berlin were lost with all hands, another frigate, the French Tours later sank after the crew were forced to abandon her. The light carrier HMS Invincible was severely damaged and is under tow. All the remaining vessels received damage but are still combat effective although HMS Ardent has Invincible in tow until an ocean going tug can reach her, however� � he paused for a second.
�There is a breakout by enemy submarines in process into the Atlantic, Invincible may not make it.�
The vice president looked confused, Shaw expected him to ask what was being done about the breakout and what efforts had been made to defeat the airstrike.
�The Sea Harriers from Invincible accounted for four Blackjacks and two Floggers but all but two were knocked down by the enemy CAP. SAM�s got another two Blackjacks and the two Harriers recovered to Bod� in Norway.� Shaw went on to report the attacks on Japan and Taiwan, airborne invasion of Singapore and possible preparations by China to invade Australia.
�Mr Vice President, CNN is right now broadcasting this; we have to get this thing on the ground and start running the country. If the president is still incapacitated then you need to speak to the nation and our allies. I would suggest that 40,000 feet over the Atlantic is not the most reassuring place to do that from, do you?�
The Vice President took a deep breath and wiped a hand over his face before answering.
�You are absolutely correct General. This has all come as a hell of a shock to me. I never anticipated being in this position, not really.� He stood and straightened his jacket.
�Ok, I�ll speak to the battle staff while you tell the pilot to put us down.�
Good, thought Shaw, I suppose we all get there at our own speeds and the man was at least making an effort at last.
Warsaw, Poland: Same time.
Returning home for the first time in three days, Joseph Ludowej entered his family�s apartment on Allee Jerozolimskie and immediately noticed something amiss. As the defence ministers personal secretary he had been far too busy to telephone since late in the night three days before, telling his wife that the country�s situation appeared desperate and he would be home when he could. His wife was a loving and understanding woman, the perfect wife and ideal mother to their three daughters. Standing inside the apartments main door he noticed that the atmosphere was cold, as if the home was emptied of its occupants. Normally the family Cocker Spaniel, Sofia, would have come bounding up to welcome him home, but there was no excited barking and scrabbling of nails on the tile floor, no sound of voices either, or even the TV.
He placed his briefcase on the floor beside the coat stand, then paused to listen midway through removing his overcoat.
�Karena, girls?�
There was no answer to his query. Weariness hung heavily about him as he completed the act of removing his overcoat. Perhaps Karena had taken the girls out for the evening, or to stay with her parents near Stupsk on the coast and no message had reached him. Many were leaving the cities as invasion once more threatened the small nation. He had been excluded, as were all the aides and personal secretary�s, from the meetings where the threat from the suitcase bombs had been discussed. When he had learnt of the plot just a few hours� ago he had felt physically sick; the thought of losing his family in a nuclear holocaust did not bear thinking of. He loved his country but his family, Karena, eight year old Tamsin, Lucia aged six and little two year old Lulu, were his life.
The living room was empty and no notes were perched beside the telephone. He checked the bedrooms, bathroom and lastly the kitchen. All the rooms had been neat and tidy, the beds were made, no clothing was missing and all the suitcases were still in the hallway cupboard.
In the kitchen he saw the first sign that something evil had visited during his absence. A dark, thick line led from the lower edge of the oven door, as if something had overflowed from the baking tray within. The trail led to the floor where it had pooled but not yet fully congealed, being only a few hours� since it had been spilt. Joseph had opened the oven door, gasped in horror and sat down heavily. The Cocker Spaniels head had been completely severed from its body and the complete carcass stuffed inside where gravity had drawn out the blood from the inverted body. Moments later the telephone rang.
Germany: Same time.
1CG, 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards, were dug in on the reverse slope of a hillside overlooking the River Wesernitz between the small towns of Barraute and Muhlsdorf, two companies up, one back, covering a frontage of over a mile. 1CG was at the centre of 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigades one up, two back, line. To the brigades left was a German armoured brigade and to the right another mechanised brigade, this one being Canadian.
At the tip of 1CG�s line, a west/east oriented hill, there were forward positions prepared for infantry to provide direct fire but these were �cammed up�, camouflaged and empty. The Royal Engineers had cleared some fields of fire on the opposite bank to assist the battalion direct fire against any frontal crossing.
Direct fire support was going to be provided from the ridge to the Guards rear in the forested ground dominating the road that appeared to be on the likely axis the enemy forces in Czechoslovakia would take toward Dresden. No. 1 Company was on the left covering Barraute with a platoon fortifying the small hamlet across the river from the town. The Royal Engineers had mined the bridge to blow along with the west bank. The western riverbank was very low and invited an assault by armour. The Commanding Officer, Lt Col Hupperd-Lowe had placed a Milan Section from the Anti-Tank Platoon at the rear of the small copse between the river and the road which cut behind into the forest. The Milan crews were dug in deep with good overhead cover and had also prepared several positions inside the copse they would occupy after any preparatory barrage had worked it over. He desperately needed anti-tank mines to cover his left flank between the riverbank and the wood line but Britain had destroyed much of their stocks so that the previous PM could strut his stuff as a world leader, leading by example. Lt Col Hupperd-Lowe had dispatched five trucks from the MT section to Poland to collect anti-tank mines from a colonel whose acquaintance he had made on a recent combined exercise with the polish army. The Poles had a glut of the things; all were of old Soviet manufacture and they were now put to good use against their former owners.
A Squadron of the Kings Royal Hussars, Challenger IIs were well to the rear, with several fighting positions dug forward for each of their tanks to go hull down in. They would not move into those position until the word was given to do so.
A Battery of 12 Regiment RA, Royal Artillery, 108 Self-Propelled High Velocity Missile Systems (SP HVM) and Blowpipe and Rapier anti-aircraft missiles were the battalion�s principal air defence means. Two Blowpipe shoulder launched weapons were with each rifle company and sited in well-camouflaged positions about the area. The battalion recce platoon was forward of the battalion area along with the West Yorkshire Yeomanry, a TAVR unit in Landrovers. Had this taken place just a few years ago, the Yeomanry would have had the benefit of Scimitar, Striker and Spartan CVR (T) fast tracked armoured vehicles. Mexico now owned those vehicles and the Yeomanry�s open topped, soft skinned �Rovers� were far inferior. The only plus they had were the Milan posts on the wheeled vehicles. The CVR (T)s 30mm Rarden cannons could not defeat a MBTs armour, Milan could. The Regulars always refer to the part-time soldiers of Britain�s reserves as �Weekend Warriors�, and other even less flattering derivatives thereof, however they were performing a task vital to the Guards battalion, reporting on the enemy moves as they fell back. Also out ahead of them were a mobile Section from the battalion Anti-Tank Platoon, they had prepared several possible tank ambush sites in likely spots, incorporating mines. When the enemy came, the plan was for them to converge on the best one, dictated by the enemy moves, and liaising with the Army Air Corps Lynx and Apache helicopters they would stage one planned ambush before dispersing and harassing the enemy armour as the platoon withdrew to the battalion lines.
The CO had worked out a good plan with the FAC, forward air controller, he had from the RAF, and they would be sharing the air assets with 2LI on their left and 1 Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders on their right.
The brigade had in depth, a TAVR battalion, 7th/8th Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Despite traditional rivalry the Coldstreamers CO was more than happy to have these regiments as neighbours.
His own battalion was now up to strength with some to spare, having �stolen� 7 Company from 2CG, which was after all in suspended animation; it existed only on paper, to be reformed by reservists. 2CG were being reformed now in the UK, but future events would dictate whether it took the field as a unit or merely supplied replacements. Many of the men now in fighting positions had left the regular army but now found themselves back, and they had to make the transition away from their �civvy� way of thinking and back to professional soldiering once more. This transition was not going easily for some; they didn�t want to be there and made no bones about it, in some cases some old fashioned �little chats� by NCOs had been needed to assist the transitional process.
The brigades support company, mortar platoon commanders and the Royal Artillery heavy battery�s had thrashed out a fire plan that was comprehensive. The RA had been busy with laser range finders all along the brigade front, DFs, defensive fires, had been plotted and marked. If they enemy did not cooperate by using the plotted sites then those same sites acted as reference points for calling in adjusted fire.
32 Regiment RA, a divisional asset, could be called upon if the brigade recce troops found a sufficiently juicy target for that regiments MLRS, multiple launch rocket system, to perform the devastating �grid square removal�.
40 Field Regiment RA�s AS90 self-propelled 155mm guns would provide their main exterior fire support augmenting the battalion�s own light 51mm and medium 81mm mortars.
The CO of 1CG could also employ the battalion�s Warrior AFVs with their 30mm Rarden cannon against enemy APCs and infantry, however, he was not foolish enough to believe the fight was going to be fought and won on this spot. Optimistically he hoped to hold for 48 hours but knew it was likely to be nearer 24. He wanted to preserve his AFVs for the withdrawal to fresh positions when the time came.
Although the battalion had good crews on its Milan�s and NLAW, light anti-armour weapons. The Hussars Challenger IIs had British Aerospace L30, 120mm rifled CHARM main guns and would be the principle tank killer in the coming fight. The CO had never worked with these particular �tankies� before and had several meetings with the squadrons OC, outside of the formal briefings. He was confident the squadron commander, Major Darcy was on the ball and the squadron were anxious to show what they could accomplish.
2 Company, 1CG had an arcing front that went from the forested slopes at the Battalion�s centre to Muhlsdorf. The platoon in the town had a limited view owing to a railway embankment that skirted the flood plain whilst following the line of the river. Beyond that embankment was tank country and the enemy could punch his MBTs and APCs right past Muhlsdorf and into the 1 Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders at Liebethal. That was where the railway curved south and the enemy armour would have to mount the embankment at the end of its charge across the flood plain. 2 Company had OPs dug into the embankment to provide it some eyes.
If the enemy took the quick route bypassing Muhlsdorf, or using it to flank the forested hill that dominated the highway, then the RAF and MLRS would have a field day. If however, they came through Lohmen, the town to the Battalion�s east and chose to fight through Muhlsdorf to gain the western bank there, 2 Company and the Hussars would have a fight and a half on their hands.
CSM Colin Probert had arrived in the Battalion to find he was still a fifth wheel, as was Stevie Osgood. The battalion had its full quota of WO2s and sergeants, but the CO recognised that only the best infantrymen are chosen to instruct at Brecon, so he had Colin commanding the battalion spares, now numbering forty-six, as a QRF, quick reaction force.
At this moment in time Colin had a slight problem, thirty-three of his oversized �platoon� were reservists, the longest had been out of the Army seven years but whereas most were knuckling down with varying degrees of determination, there was a hard core of malcontents. It was the job of the section commanders to change the ways of these born again civilians, and they had the support of the platoon sergeants and platoon commanders in making it happen.
On the day that the Arab terrorists bombed Washington, Colin was summoned to an �O� Group with the CO, he entered the COs FV 435 armoured command vehicle having unloaded his weapons outside. As a common sense rule, salutes and �pulling the feet in� are dispensed with when the battalion is in its tactical role, you do not point out the officers for enemy snipers� unless of course the man is a total wanker! Colin knew the CO from when he himself had been a Buckshee Guardsman and the CO his platoon commander.
�Take a pew Sarn�t Major, I have a task for you.� He said as Colin stooped to enter the cramped space.
Colin got out his notebook and made ready, the CO had a map ready on the board beside him.
�At about lunchtime the first enemy units crossed the border into Germany, as expected these are recce troops and elements have advanced to within sight of Lohmen to our east. The snipers from Recce Platoon have been watching a BRM-1K recce vehicle and its crew in the woods north of Lohmen.�
Colin had a nasty feeling he knew where this was leading, if the vehicle and crew were bothersome the CO could have it taken out by a variety of means, without the PBI, poor bloody infantry, having to go anywhere near it. Colin knew the BRM-1K was the reconnaissance variant of the BMP, a good piece of kit but getting on a bit. It had a PSNR-5K Battlefield Surveillance Radar, NATO code-named it a �TALL MIKE� radar, mounted in the rear part of the turret. The vehicle also has an IMP mine detector, DKRM-1 laser rangefinder and ARRS-1 location device. It was the battlefield radar and the ARRS-1, which would be of concern to Colin, if he had guessed what the CO wanted. The radar would pick them up if they stalked it, and if they knocked it out the ARRS-1 would alert the enemy main force immediately when it was destroyed. They could be dropping artillery down the back of his neck within minutes.
The CO finished his lead up with.
�There is an officer with it, at present the vehicle is cammed up in the wood somewhere and the crew in OPs.� Pointing out exactly where on the map, the CO told him.
�The officer is about here, two men with him. It�s the furthest OP from the wood so its radar may not be covering them.� He had said �may not� because there was some debate as to what ranges the TALL MIKE radar had.
Preliminaries dispensed with; Lt Col Hupperd-Lowe launched into his �Orders� proper.
North Pacific: Same day.
HMS Hood had just received its �weapons free� ROE via its trailing antennae, the captain informed the crew that they were now at a state of war with China, Russia and the former Warsaw Pact states that had re-joined the old Soviet fold. The news of the pre-positioned nuclear mines by North Cape had come as a blow to many, they had mates aboard the two missing RN submarines and some had wives who were friends with wives of the missing men. Devonport was going to be a very sad place.
Hood was now ordered to attack all enemy shipping, with enemy warships as priority targets. She already had tabs on the only two known carriers and her captain could think of no better way of avenging their shipmates.
As the Kuznetsov Group had steamed north, hugging the coastline, the Hood�s captain had trailed along southeast of them and still undetected within the picket boat sonar screen and where he had sea room if the unexpected occurred. It was a wise choice, because when the Kuznetsov had come about and slowed he had not had to sprint out of the way, making unnecessary noise. The Kuznetsov�s move had been a mystery until their hydrophones had detected the Mao Group coming down from the north.
Hood also heard the Russian Oscar and St Petersburg class submarines when they turned and the Irkutsk had come up to snorkel depth, using her diesels fed with air through the snorkel. She had charged her batteries and sprinted south with her missile boat charge, Admiral Dumlev.
Hood had reported all these events to Whale Island and Hawaii; she was now beginning her stalk of the carriers. The captain had ordered one Harpoon anti-shipping cruise missile loaded and the remaining tubes assigned the 60knot Spearfish torpedoes, which he intended using to start his attack, creeping them in at first at low speed from an oblique angle. Once the tubes were reloaded it would be with the UGM-84, 0.8 Mach speed Harpoons. They would be loosed as a salvo and the action would be repeated with a second salvo of Harpoons, before reloading with one Harpoon and the remainder of its 533mm tubes with the Spearfish once more.
The problem with using Harpoons was that if they were spotted as they broke the surface, they gave away the position of the submarine. The Hood�s captain intended approaching from the north and launching his Spearfish southeast, letting them run at low speed, once abeam the enemy ships he would turn them west, still closing at slow speed until the weapons electronic brains acquired targets, he would wait as long as he dared before accelerating them in at 70 knots. He knew that the ASW screen would detect them at some point, he just hoped that all eyes would be looking anywhere but north when he launched his Harpoon salvo.
Further south, the Prince of Wales Group, alerted by the Hood�s message had turned east and was still at EMCON but the RN Lynx, Merlin�s and USN Seahawk ASW helicopters, were ranging ahead and on the flanks, in passive sonar operations. The Prince of Wales FA/2 Sea Harriers were still on deck alert, configured for air defence despite an appeal by the pilots to fly an anti-shipping strike against the enemy carriers. The nine RN Fleet Air Arm Sea Harriers were no match for the Mao�s and Kuznetsov�s combined air groups.
To seaward of the combined carrier groups, the Akula class attack submarine Gegarin had earlier come close to the surface, using the picket�s cover to raise her ESM mast to sniff the airwaves for anything of interest. She had remained on this listening watch for three hours� and had caught the Hood�s scent as she transmitted a burst transmission. It wasn�t much but it had sent the Akula off on a fresh hunt.

CHAPTER 4

Belorussia, near the Dnieper River: 2329hrs, 30th March
High above eastern Germany a USAF E-3 Sentry AWACS inscribed its racetrack upon the heavens. A few miles away a Northrop Grumman E-8 (JSTARS), joint surveillance target attack radar system, was flying a similar pattern. Inside the aircraft the two crews had differing tasks, the AWACS was the airborne control for several inter-linked missions, the NATO air superiority fighters battle, �Wild Weasel� SAM suppression and anti-armour missions that were about to commence. In the E-8, the operators were split between two operations. The aircraft incorporated a Norden multi-mode radar in its forward fuselage that was operating in synthetic-aperture- radar mode, (SAR), in order to identify vehicles and buildings. The radar flicked over to doppler mode every so often, in order to track moving targets. The E-8 operators were busy identifying black hats and white hats; the Belorussians being the white. The E-8 had come on station ten hours� before when distinguishing the two forces had been a simpler task.
The Belorussian army had received the classic Red Army treatment in the early afternoon, a mass barrage by artillery, interjected with airstrike's. This had gone on unabated for three hours� before the enemy armour had bulldozered forward to the riverbanks.
The Belorussians 1st Motor Rifle Regiment on the western bank had taken a heavy beating; infantrymen who had scrimped on the digging of trenches now wished they had not bluffed the way when the officers had come to inspect their work. Bending their knees as they stood in the firebay�s, to make the trench seem deeper than it was.
Those that weren�t immobile with fear, huddled at the bottoms of their trenches, took every opportunity to hack away at the earth whilst staying below the parapet of the trench. High explosive screamed into and moaned over their positions, isolating them from help. Airburst shells flung splinters of red-hot steel down onto unprotected heads, crouched in their holes.
02 delay fuses dug deep into the earth before exploding, throwing men bodily out of nearby trenches with their earthquake effect, or collapsing the trench walls on the occupants. Shells fused �Super Quick�, detonated on striking the treetops, wiping away natural cover and adding spears of timber to the airburst�s harvest.
New trees on the riverbanks that had grown in place of those destroyed in battles in 1941 and 43 went the way of their ancestors. Old trunks, which carried the scars of the earlier conflicts soon, bore fresh ones, or were splintered and scattered.
The barrage eventually came to include WP and white phosphorus rounds among the falling HE shells. The Geneva Convention forbids the use of WP as a weapon, limiting it to the provision of smoke screens, but there never seem to any observers around to enforce the rule.
WP burns on contact with the air, only immersion in water will quench it but it burns again once if brought into the air once more. WP will burn clean through a man, igniting his clothing and equipment as it does so. The particles have to be removed with non-metallic objects, preferably whilst immersed. If inhaled it will burn from the inside out.
Those defenders not under overhead cover, in the shelter of undamaged shelter bays, suffered miserable ends. Panicked out of their trenches they were soon cut down by shrapnel, if they remained in the trench their comrades often did the merciful act, ending their suffering with a bullet or entrenching tool. Whichever way they died, their fate added to the fear and mounting panic felt by those who remained.
The addition of WP hailed the coming of the enemy assault, using the smoke for cover, they advanced upon the banks. What direct fire weapons remained, undamaged in the forward Belorussian defences, had little effect on thinning the enemy ranks and none at all in slowing their charge.
Artillery fire on the western banks shifted to the rear, preventing Belorussian reinforcement, and AFVs and infantry took over direct fire suppression of the opposite bank.
This was the moment for the Belorussian artillery and ground attack aircraft to strike, whilst the enemy was amassed on the eastern bank and its approaches.
Belorussian Su-17 Fitters swept in from the west, intending to drop their CBU and napalm loads upon the enemy forces.
On the Belorussian airfields to the south, the air assets had dispersed where possible in the day following the attempted coup. Earlier this day, those aircraft that could refuel from NATO aerial tankers had loaded with ordnance and flown west. The NATO air forces attempted to make up for their armies inability to assist on the ground by refuelling the stacked combat aircraft that awaited the enemies attack upon their homeland.
Johar Kegin was one of the Belorussian pilots, the flight commander of four Su-17Ds, recently modified to perform a function that the original designers had not intended, aerial refuelling.
The hard points along the wings carried weapons, on the fuselage below the cockpit were two AA-8 Aphid air-air missiles for self-defence.
With the coming of the afternoon the air bases at Baranovichi, Lida and Roscha came under attack from air launched stand-off missiles, quickly followed up with direct attacks by fighter-bombers targeting runways, stores and maintenance areas. The air bases SA-10 Grumble derivative, the S-300 PMU1 Favorit systems, had been stood-to in readiness, the S-300s anti-cruise and anti-ballistic 46N6E missiles could engage the incoming from a range of 93 miles. Unfortunately, at Lida and Baranovichi the saboteurs had been at work before defecting to the communist side. The 83M6E2 command systems Tombstone 3D surveillance radars there were down; technicians were still working furiously to repair them when the attacks began.
At Roscha the story was different, the 83M6E2-command system was capable of attacking targets approaching at up to 2700m per second simultaneously, and the airfields three self-propelled 5P85S 8x8 TELs, transporter-erector-launcher vehicles quad launchers moved into the vertical plane as the threat was picked up 150 miles out.
Once launched, the single-stage missiles accelerated to their maximum 2km per second speeds and guided from the ground they singled out their individual targets, ranged at altitudes of 200 to 1000ft. Behind the first wave of attackers came a second and third, loosing off their missiles before going to afterburner and fleeing east. Each wave of attackers launched thirty missiles at the airbases, as the defenders scrambled to attach fresh launch canisters on the TELs.
All twelve ready missiles were launched at the first wave of incoming, killing all ten attacking air launched weapons but no fresh missiles were ready for the second wave and only four for the third. All ten missiles of the second wave were aimed at Roscha�s air defence command and control centre, they struck as the defenders launched on the third wave, the second wave of attacking missiles being within minimum range by that time. When the command centre went off the air the four Favorits in the air switched to their CLAM SHELL internal radar for guidance, normally used for the terminal stage of the intercept and with far less range. Only one acquired an incoming cruise missile, its frame absorbed 19g of lateral force as it banked hard to intercept. Five miles out from Roscha the Favorits 145kg warhead obliterated the attacker.
With the Belarus long-range defences silenced, fighter-bombers sped in to drop their ordnance on specified targets. To meet them on the ground the Belorussian airfield defence forces had shoulder launched SA-7 SAMs and ZSU-23-4 Self-Propelled 23mm AA and ZSU-55-2 Self-Propelled 55mm AA vehicles. The ZSUs were the primary targets but seventeen attackers fell to their guns before they were all silenced.
On the ground at Lida the scene was that of chaos, on the flight line those unserviceable aircraft that had remained now burned, their smoke and flames joined those of the fires at the tank farm, control tower and hangers. Airfield defence troops with small arms aimed twelve to sixteen aircraft lengths ahead of the attackers as they screamed overhead. SAMs left smoky trails in the air as they chased or sped to intercept approaching fighter-bombers. In and around Lida thirteen attackers lay burning, a further five limped home trailing smoke before the attacks finished.
As news of the enemies reaching the eastern riverbanks was broadcast from the front, the surviving Belarus FACs started to call in their own airstrike�s with the fighter-bombers and their CAP escorts. Hind-D helicopter gunships worked their way low toward the battlefield, using cover and watching out anxiously for enemy fixed and rotary wing threats.
Heavy and medium, 152mm, 203mm, 220mm, tube and rocket artillery, preserved for this moment now swung to the bearing and elevations dictated by FAOs, forward artillery observers, and commanders on the ground.
Despite its relatively small 3700kg internal tanks, the Belarus Sukhoi�s carried no external drop tanks; all 3500kg of external stores were munitions.
FAB-500 conventional low drag bombs, CBUs and underwing rocket pods lined the hard points. There was no space even for ECM jammer pods, of which the Flogger had none internally.
Major Kegin�s flight of had tanked over Germany before joining the �taxi rank� of combat aircraft within the cover of NATO jamming stations, whilst they awaited NATOs assistance with thinning out the enemy CAPs, over and near the battlefield.
The Belarus Mig 29s, the five Fulcrum�s that had not been taken by defecting aircrew, each carried two AA-10 Alamo missiles, one an AA-10C, long bodied SARH, radar guided and one long bodied IR heat-seeking AA-10D, along with medium and short range armament.
A Russian A-50, the modernised IL-76 AWACS was the target of the Fulcrum�s AA-10 Alamos. A phalanx of fighters and interceptors escorted them forward to within 120km where the AA-10s were launched. The A-50 and its escorting Mig-31s dived east with track breakers, flares and chaff in operation when their threat receivers detected the AA-10s. One Mig-31 Foxhound was damaged when an AA-10Ds proximity fuse detected it, as it twisted and turned to evade.
The AA-10s electronic brains analysed and discarded the decoys, reacquiring the targets time and again after the track-breakers broke the missiles locks. However, in between time they did not always reacquire the same targets that they had been designated.
The A-50 escaped scot-free whilst half of its escort fell victim, as a second Mig-31 was blotted out of the sky in a fireball. A Su-27J and a Mig-29, in the wrong place at the wrong time, were acquired by AA-10s, their crews survived by ejecting but their aircraft went to join the growing litter of hi-tech wreckage across the battlefield. The remaining six AA-10s ran out of fuel and self-destructed.
Dutch, French, German and US interceptors used long range air-air weapons but avoided close engagement; this was just round one for them. Red Air Force fighter CAPs twisted and turned as they dived earthwards, twenty-nine of the seventy missiles fired scored hits, having been reliant on their own internal systems and having no mid-course corrections from their aircraft to ensure a higher score. The aim of the afternoon�s mission had been one of making a hole in the Red aerial defences, and that was briefly achieved.
With the enemy fighter threat busy for the moment the Belarus fighter-bombers headed for the front
On the other side of the line the enemy controllers had watched and waited. As the airstrike�s left the electronic fog of NATO jamming cover, heading east, the controllers gave the heads up to their own air defences and a full five regiments of interceptors waiting in the wings. Their ambush was about to be sprung.
120mm mortars, tube artillery and multiple rocket launchers began to pound upon the eastern bank and approaches, FAOs adjusted the fire and for a short time the new Red Army was on the receiving end.
Sat in their APC command vehicles, Red Army counter battery plotters pinpointed the Belorussian batteries and passed the information on.
On the opposite side of the line the Belorussians finished firing their first missions and were scrambling to pack up and relocate before firing new missions, well aware of what the opposition would be doing in reply.
The differences between well practised gun crews and the novices was startling, for the most part the good crews were already departing the old gun lines when the counter battery fire arrived, there were few novice crews at the new ones.
Major Kegin�s flight came in low from the northwest, below on the ground the lush farmland gave way to burning crops and dead cattle scattered about shell craters in fields. Selecting FAB-500 iron bombs for the first pass the flight popped up to toss bomb the ordnance at the eastern bank. Immediately their threat receivers had come alive with SAM and ZSU radars locking on. Kegin�s flight pickled off their dumb bombs and dived for the ground, with only their internal stores of chaff and flares as safeguards. All four reached the relative safety of the deck and turned hard to the left, breaking the lock of two SAMs, that unable match the manoeuvre overshot and self-destructed as their seekers snapped over to follow the heat signatures of the flight. Kegin led them south before turning back into the fray.
On his command frequency Kegin learnt that not all of his regiment�s flights had been so fortunate.
All along the front the fighter-bombers of the loyal Belarus air force struck at their turncoat former comrades and their new Red Army and air force allies.
For the next run the flight was to use their rocket pods and cannon on the armour on the bank, the CBUs were for targets of opportunity, such as bridging equipment near the river, triple-A and artillery lines further back.
Kegin and his wingman slipped back into trail several hundred metres behind the other pair, the first pair would call out plum targets for Kegin and his partner, who were the more experienced pilots. If all went as planned the pairs would swap over and repeat the exercise until all munitions were expended, and once that was achieved they would recover to Germany, to refuel and rearm although few NATO stores were compatible with their airframes.
As the first pair reached the river the right hand fighter-bomber staggered in the air, Kegin applied left rudder to avoid pieces of the aircraft that were being chewed off as if by an unseen buzz saw. The aircraft ahead rolled drunkenly to the right, streaming coolant and smoke, too late the young pilot ejected, leaving the stricken aircraft sideways at less than 200ft altitude the pilot, still attached to his ejector seat, had struck the ground in a cloud of torn turf and soil.
Kegin�s wingman reacted to a message from the survivor of the lead pair; a slight touch of stick, a nudge of rudder and CBUs dropped from their hardpoint�s, decimating a pair of bridging sections mounted on T-72 chassis and an engineer vehicle on the bank. Ahead of them the lead aircraft dropped its nose to ripple fire from it�s under wing pods, it was still doing so when it vanished in a fireball. Kegin broke left to avoid and found himself looking at some of his traitorous countrymen�s T-72s that emerged line abreast from a treeline. Selecting rockets Kegin applied hard right rudder and walked his rockets across the end three tanks in the line, then he was past and calling for his wingman.
The aircraft re-joined east of the battlefield, spying support units as they tree hopped but hoping for better prey to expend the last of their stores on. At this moment they and the entire Belorussian air force, such as was left after the defections, was over the battlefield and immediate surrounds.
Back by the river loyal Belorussian Hind-D gunships cautiously edged along behind cover, hovering a few feet off the ground as they stalked the armour on the eastern bank, peeping over and between trees, ducking up and down behind hillocks, they looked for targets free of obvious triple-A protection.
On the eastern bank, tanks and APCs exploded here and there as the Hinds across the river sniped at them.
A Ukrainian ZSU-23-4 had picked its spot between two still smoking hulks. Its internal blowers fought to expel the stench similar to that of roast pork that had seeped in from the upwind hulk, an APC. Its commander had watched as a Hind-D had appeared briefly from behind a small hillock on the western bank, each time it had appeared an AFV had died on the east bank. The ZSU commander thought he had detected a pattern and ranged the vehicles quadruple 23mm armament at the left edge. A minute later the Hind popped out to fire again and he shredded its armoured cockpit, the depleted uranium tips of the shells could penetrate twice the depth of armour the tank killer carried. No sooner had the Hind died then so too did the ZSU, as a CBUs bomblets landed on and around it.
Over to the east Major Kegin spotted the muzzle smoke of heavy self-propelled artillery as they fired and steered toward them. The SPs were sat in a woodland clearing in the midst of firing another mission when Kegin�s aircraft passed over, the bomblets from his CBUs exploded them and a logistics support vehicle delivering reloads.
It was time to go home and Kegin led his wingman west, as he calculated the possibility of recrossing the battlefield on burners to minimise risk. As he was about to tell his wingman to go to burner a new threat tone screeched in his ears, the warning that he had been locked-up.
Fighters!
Not all the traitors had fled when the coup in Belorussia had failed, not all the traitors had declared their true affiliations either, which was why the Russian Migs, which sprang the trap, were all squawking the correct loyal Belarus IFF codes. The Belarus fighter CAP had been the first to fall and then the Migs had started in on the fighter-bombers and helicopter gunships.
Both aircraft broke hard right and Kegin looked over and back to see what was on his tail, he saw nothing.
High above the Belorussians a pair of Russian Mig-31 Foxhounds had them locked-up on their look down-knock down fixed pulse-doppler radars, the sophisticated systems picked out the fast moving targets from the ground clutter and the lead aircraft pickled off a pair of AA-11 Archer missiles.
The Mig-31 is capable of the simultaneous tracking of ten separate targets and can engage any four at once. Despite the criticism levelled at the Russian aerospace industry, they can produce some outstanding airframes and the Foxhound is a case in point, it can act as an airborne control platform in a limited capacity. The Foxhound can control a small-scale air battle in the way an A-50 handles a large one, controlling other aircraft�s guided weapons, steering them by data-link, undetected toward their targets.
Maintenance problems have, for some years dogged the eastern blocs air fleets, especially since the fall of the Soviet Union. Russia lost no fewer than ninety-four dedicated maintenance sites throughout the old Warsaw Pact alliance. Specialist technicians, suppliers and tooling were no longer available to the air fleets; it takes time to rebuild a maintenance infrastructure, especially with a dodgy economy. Loose bolts notwithstanding, the Mig-31 Foxhound was superior in its unique ability to any comparable airframe worldwide, certainly as late as 1998.
The AA-11s now homing on Kegin and his wingman were superior even to the US Sidewinder, far smarter and more manoeuvrable.
The Belorussian Floggers went to afterburner, seeking the fragile security of the western bank, whoever was tracking them was not deterred by their low altitude and the AA-11s ignored the last of the Floggers flares and chaff as their dispenser ran dry.
Kegin jettisoned his empty rocket pods to reduce drag and gain a few more knots, he was considering another hard turn to try to break the approaching missiles lock when the first missile exploded his wingman. It both saved him and doomed his aircraft all in one stroke. The second missile detonated in the flying debris of his wingman, Kegin�s Flogger bucked with the force of the explosion and flamed out. At the altitude he was at, Kegin knew the aircraft was unrecoverable and punched out of the fighter-bomber rather faster than the book recommended for ejections.
Germany, west of the Wesernitz: Same time
When CSM Colin Probert left the battalion CP, he had already got a viable plan worked out. He looked in briefly with the RSM to give him a heads up on another matter before heading back to the QR Fs area.
Oz, Sergeant Steve Osgood, was his chosen 2 i/c and he handed him the warning order for the evenings fighting patrol, which consisted on the personnel involved, dress and equipment, special kit (if any), timings and location of the O Group, plus the �no move before� timings.
Colin shook off his fighting order and sat with his back to a tree, writing in his notebook.
Taking out a map and protractor he worked out the route out, keeping to legs of no more than 700m to prevent navigation errors. He chose the site of the FRV, final rendezvous point, where the fighting patrol would separate into three groups, snatch squad, fire support and the rear protection group which would guard their rear and protect the bergens that would be left there. The route he picked hardly touched any roads, tracks or footpaths once past the river. If Colin had ever needed any lesson�s in avoiding the easy routes it had been given in Ulster, he had watched a man disintegrate mid-way across a cattle grid, having chosen not to climb a barbed wire fence instead. A terrorist had watched and waited before detonating the command detonated device hidden there.
With the route out complete, he then planned the return legs bringing them home. He did not just reverse the route, because had they been seen going out it would be a simple matter to lay an ambush for them on their return.
The return journey�s legs were well clear of the outgoing ones.
His next task was to convert the map bearings to magnetic ones due the variance between the three �North�s�, grid, magnetic and true. First he checked the date of the map he was working from, the magnetic poles are gradually shifting and the variance had to be added for the correct compass bearings. These days the forces relied more and more on GPS to do the navigation, but he knew it was just a matter of time before the NAVSATs would start to be knocked down by either side, and he wanted his boys to get into practice with map and compass before then.
With that task finished he took out his ground sheet, spreading it on the ground and moving to the side the patrol would be sitting, he created a model. Undergrowth was tucked underneath to raise it in correspondence with the high ground they would see on the patrol and blades of grass were clumped on top in the shape of woods and copses. Colin used solid fuel tablet�s to represent buildings and from an old tobacco tin in his webbing he produced coloured ribbon, laying out the course of rivers, streams, roads, tracks and paths. Twigs mirrored the fences and hedgerows before finally he added nametags from the tin, marking each leg, RV, FRV and position of the three groups. They had seen much service, those items from the tin, and the nametags were covered in clear Fabulon or �sticky back plastic� to the Blue Peter generation.
He checked his watch, picked up his webbing, rifle and walked 100m to await the patrol members arrival.
When he had taken over the QRF he�d let them all know the way it was going to be. He was a thinking man�s soldier, brought up in the army that had faced the old Red Army across the Iron Curtain and not impressed by the modern way of thinking being spouted by the MOD.
He couldn�t do anything about the US style reorganisation of the infantry platoons organisation, but he could about the way they fought and lived.
�Forget all the bollocks you were fed about the Q Bloke always being there with replen's of ammo, rations and water, whenever you need it.� He�d told them, referring to the quartermasters department.
�There are a lot of blokes over here shooting at a lot more blokes over there. The depots, convoys and trains are going to come under attack and you bunch of Charlie�s are not going to use the rifles on automatic without my say so. Don�t hold yer breath on that one either because I want single aimed shots from the riflemen.�
�Options for change,� the innocuous name for a massive reduction in Britain�s armed forces, had gone almost hand in hand with the new weapons and tactics. Someone, probably a politician had thought that the countries enemies wouldn�t notice how small the army now was if the troops fired their weapons more frequently. Anyway, that was Colin�s cynical opinion.
�The same goes for water and rations, never count on a replen, and husband what you have, as you may not get anymore.�
This afternoon the patrol was inspected for loose equipment, anything on them that rattled or reflected the light, and weapons of course. He�d done a full weapon inspection in the morning; part of the daily routine that started with the stand-to before dawn and ended once the sun had risen. Dusk and dawn are favourite times to attack your enemy because the half-light confuses human eyes, makes it harder to distinguish objects or judge distance.
In the British army the dawn stand-to is followed by personal administration, washing and shaving, removing the previous days camm cream and applying new. The soldiers then feed themselves before taking it in turns to strip and clean weapons. The usual rule is two to a trench, one man�s weapons is good to go whilst his oppo cleans his own, that way half are ready to fight whilst the others weapons are reassembled hurriedly if it comes to a ruck.
The morning inspection also took in the comms cord that ran from trench to trench, allowing the silent passing of signals without betraying positions to the enemy. 24 hours� a day, sleeping or awake, one man per trench would have the cord attached to his wrist. The signalling system was simple, because there was only one signal sent, and that was the rapid tugging on the cord that meant �stand-to�. On receipt the message would be passed to the next trench along. All other messages were passed verbally, by NCOs crawling from trench to trench.
The patrol where informed of their individual tasks and the whole bunch numbered from one to twenty, with Colin being �1� as the commander of the fighting patrol. He designated two navigators, those who would memorise the features of the map and steer the patrol along the compass bearings they marched on. The two pacers he next chose would gauge the distance, human tripometers if you will. He sent them both to walk the 100m he had already measured out, in tactical night fashion, the slow and careful paces known as Ghost walking. They needed to know how many paces they walked per hundred metres. Colin issued them palm sized, thumb operated mechanical counters which they would depress with every pace they took on the patrol and inform the navigators when they had covered the distance for each leg.
The fire support group under Oz had the most kit to carry, two NLAW single shot, 94mm anti-tank weapons would provide their only protection from armour. Two M203 grenade launchers, two LSWs and two gimpys, on permanent loan from the Yeomanry QMs surplus stocks without their knowledge, half-inched by Oz the previous day. Colin would have liked some means of air defence whilst they were out from under the friendly AA umbrella, but their loads heavy enough as it was.
His own snatch squad was armed with SA80s, all they carried as additional kit were nylon �plasticuffs� similar to that electricians used for strapping cables together, and fabric backed black masking tape, to gag and blindfold the prisoner or prisoners.
With the preliminaries sorted out he led them to the model, which he used as a tool whilst giving his orders, the model was the picture that was worth a thousand words and more informative than a map. After each phase had been explained he would pause to ask questions, in confirmation that the information was getting home. Once done, there then came the daylight rehearsal, a walk-thru-talk-thru of how they would move, go into RVs, rendezvous points, divide and reform at the FRV.
�Action�s On� is a very important feature of both the O Group, and the rehearsal�s; it covered the expected, the unexpected and the worst-case scenarios.
Colin and Oz were quite vocal at times during the daylight rehearsal, slapping down on bad practice and sloppy fieldcraft before the men were released to eat before returning for a night rehearsal after which they would move out.
Oz joined Colin who had an old � pint metal mug resting on two blunt, fire blackened 6� nails over the tiny solid fuel cooker before him. Without asking, Oz dumped the contents of a small tin of stew in on top of whatever Colin had already put in. The rations they were issued were the boil in the bag variety but both had their own small private stock of shop bought food. Oz was just lightening the load of what he would have to carry that night. They shared their food, ate with the same utensils and took turns cooking when they were tactical, it was the buddy-buddy system, not the height of hygiene but it saved on the housework.
As with anything that was done by good soldiers in the field, nothing was left out of their kit that wasn�t in immediate use, everything was stowed away in pouches and the straps done up tight. If you have to move, fight or bug-out in an instant, your kit is already packed and ready to go.
After stirring in some obligatory curry powder, both men produced their �racing spoons�, sharpened on one side to replace the need of a knife and they both tucked in, eating from the one mug. Neither man spoke as they ate.
The washing up of the mug was combined with a beverage to wash down the meal, water was splashed into the dirty mug and brought to the boil before powdered coffee, sugar and powdered �non-dairy whitener�, the poor man�s �Marvel� were added. The coffee had a delicate bouquet and after taste of curried chicken and beef stew, but it all went down the same way.
Colin knocked out the still burning remnants of solid fuel tablet from the flimsy, folding stove. A splash of coffee quenched the flames and using a twig he hung the stove from a branch to cool rapidly before the fragments of now cooled fuel tablets were scooped into a small bag for reuse at a later date.
With the coffee finished the mug was packed away in Colin�s webbing and the empty tins stamped flat, a turf was lifted and the tins buried beneath it.
The last item on the agenda was personal camm for the patrol, face, neck, ears, throat, hands and wrists as far as mid forearm. The skin got the Brecon treatment, a complete covering of dark, grey brown camm cream to eliminate reflective surfaces. Dark green camm cream was added in patches and streaks to break up the shape. Black elastic about the arms and legs, prevented billowing material brushing against undergrowth and then they were ready to go. Carrying their bergens, webbing fighting order and weapons, they headed for their Warrior APCs and the night rehearsal before the trip to the FLOT, forward line of troops.
Belorussia, near the Dnieper River: Same time.
Despite the artillery and air forces best efforts, tanks took the west bank and APCs using their amphibious capabilities to ford it and fight through the remaining resistance. Forming a bridgehead they prevented direct interference with the engineer and bridging units as they constructed prefabricated ribbon bridges along the front.
The Belarus army had preserved its T-64, T-72 and the few T-80 MBTs in order to contain and counter attack in precisely these circumstances; however they were reliant on friendly air keeping the enemy fighter-bombers and tank killer helicopters of their backs. Their enemy now had total air superiority over the battlefield after their trap had reduced the Belarus air to twenty-seven fixed and thirteen rotary wing combat aircraft, all battle damaged to various extents.
The Belorussians pleaded with NATO for immediate air support to cover their counter attack but NATO had other ideas. NATO prevailed on the Belorussians to delay the counter strike; help was coming but not quite yet.
The enemy forces arrayed against them had the upper hand in MBTs but a fair proportion were the modern T-90s, these were stop-gap tanks, of the same basic design as a T-80 but inferior in quality to that tank, essentially a cheap export model from Russia.
The Belarus generals had no option but to trust NATO and so they watched the enemy and waited.
All natural barriers such as rivers cause traffic jams, the advance slows as the obstacle is negotiated. These can leave assets vulnerable to enemy air and artillery attack, so field police are kept busy organising �harbour areas�, where the vehicles and units can be dispersed in relative safety.
The E-8 JSTARS had been watching and plotting the positions of these sites, suspected headquarters, repair shops and artillery gun-lines.
The enemy was not totally unaware of NATOs intelligence gathering abilities; they created AA traps of areas seeded with radar reflectors that had smouldering barrels of petrol soaked earth beside the reflectors, providing an IR signature to go with the radar return. These areas had AAA plotted up nearby to close the traps. In turn the JSTARS intelligence gatherers knew that there was a possibility of such traps being set, it was a mind game of second guessing the other guy and trying to sort the wheat from the chaff.
Major Johar Kegin regained consciousness in considerable discomfort, as he hung from his parachute in the darkness. His left shoulder was causing him a lot of pain and when he ran his right hand over it, it had not felt right, his best guess was that had been dislocated. He had other aches and pains too, certainly some cracked ribs and his neck hurt, probably whiplash.
There was precious little he could achieve from where he now was, suspended in some trees and he could not even see the ground in the dark.
He managed to snap of a twig from a nearby branch of the tree he was hung up in. He dropped it into the dark but could not hear it land, the helmet he wore did not help matters but he was loathe to take it off one handed unless he dropped it, he might need it to prevent further injury getting to the ground.
The only sounds were from the west, high explosives in the distance. He knew which way to go even without looking at his tiny survival compass.
In the escape and evasion lessons he had attended over the years, it had been stressed that it was preferable to get on the ground and evade rather than hang from a tree expecting to be rescued. You were more likely to be used for bayonet or target practice as you swung helpless in the breeze. Johar tried to swing himself closer to the bole of the nearest tree, he managed it but could not hold on to it with one arm. There was nothing else for it, he would have to hope the ground below was soft and just drop down.
As he prepared to undo his harness he remember a story about an American pilot in Vietnam, the man had been in a similar predicament and had dropped ten feet onto bamboo which impaled him through the groin. He winced at the thought, squeezing his thighs and buttocks together, he closed his eyes tight and undid the harness.
The silence of the wood was broken by a short, high-pitched scream of shock, then silence returned.
With the virtual destruction of the Belarus air force and NATOs non-return to the battlefields skies, Russia�s A-50 AWAC returned. It was twelve miles further to the rear than before and had six Mig-31 Foxhounds as escort.
The long range jamming over Germany prevented its using its radar to the full but the operators were fairly relaxed. The optimum time for NATO to strike and help the Belorussians had passed, if they hadn�t come back then, they probably wouldn�t come back at all, for now anyway.
Several hours� before, the USAF 49th Fighter Wing had launched � of its strength from RAF Luchars in Scotland. Major Dewar RM, was walking away from a RAF Hercules, chatting with Flight Lieutenant Michelle Braithwaite and Squadron Leader Stewart Dunn. They had stopped to watch the USAF aircraft lift off into the dusk. �Weird looking things aren�t they?� he�d remarked. As the engine sounds faded, he�d turned to look at the body bags being carried past from the �Herc� and followed them to the transport.
Johar Kegin had managed to strap his left arm across his chest using shrouds cut from his parachute. That had been an easy task following the discovery that he had been suspended from the trees all of four inches above the earth. After bracing himself for a probable bone-breaking fall, the virtually immediate landing had almost made him pee himself with the shock.
He had kept his flight helmet on for the first mile of his walk westwards, he had decided when setting off that it may add protection when he reached the battlefield proper. Johar did not like being on the ground in a tactical situation, being in the infantry was a thought that made him shudder. He�d been in a hole in the ground and gone tired, cold, wet and hungry before, it had been the worst seven days of his life, that portion of his basic training.
After a mile he realised that he couldn�t hear clearly and had taken it off. All the crews who had launched that day wore life preservers, despite being miles from the sea. They wore them because they had not known what the future held or where they would end up operating. Johar kept his on, it was green rather yellow and may help him cross the river with his disabled arm. The tiny inflatable dinghy had been abandoned in the woods, he did not have much of an opinion about the ground troops of any army, but he thought even a dumb infantryman would think a bright orange object floating on the water would look strange. For protection he had his service automatic, not being a great shot, barely re-qualifying each year he nonetheless gripped it tightly and just hoped he didn�t shoot himself in the foot. After a short distance he decided he wasn�t sure it was such a good idea having it on display, in case the enemy saw him first, so he applied the safety and put it in his pocket.
The occasional impact of artillery had gotten louder as he had drawn closer to the river. He stayed off the roads and tracks; they all had enemy traffic on them anyway, as he grew more and more cautious, the closer he came to the river.
Eventually he could tell he was close, despite the dark and the blackout in force by the enemy. He could make out the edge of the woods, the land beyond was slightly lighter than here under the canopy of the trees. Despite his caution he managed to trip over something and landed hard, drawing blood from his lower lip as he bit down, fighting not to cry out in pain.
He groped around and touched something that not only was soft to the touch but also clothed. It wasn�t that which had tripped him, it had been another body. He found himself crawling over more bodies and would have been none the wiser as to their identities if a destroyed tank nearby had not provided additional illumination, the flickering flames that had all but consumed it had found a fresh source of fuel and flared up.
He recognised the squadron patch on the flight suit of a corpse near his hand and that of another draped across it; the dead men were from different squadrons. Amongst the dead were soldiers too, loyal Belarus troops captured in the shattered defensive positions across the river and recce troops captured on this side.
Before the fire died down Johar had counted over fifty corpses but there were many more, the enemy had resorted to the old Red Army doctrine, not wasting resources on human rights or prisoners.
The battlefield crop of captured personnel had been gathered together here and executed, probably by machine gunning if the wounds were anything to go by.
Johar used the light of the burning tank to have a look out beyond the wood.
To the right was a self-propelled anti-aircraft vehicle, a large sensor dish and missile tubes pointing west. To his front were two BTR armoured personnel carriers with Russian Field police around them. Because of the location of the field police, their proximity to his dead comrades, he knew that they must have been involved in the murder of the prisoners.
Beyond the APCs there were about 300m of open ground to the river and a ribbon bridge, which was in constant use. Leg infantry in single file, tanks, APCs and soft skinned vehicles were marshalled across by engineers who had one eye on their bridge, minimising the speed of the traffic to avoid damage that would take it out of service until they could repair it.
He heard the scream of incoming artillery and saw it land further along the river by another ribbon bridge. Everyone took cover but after just a handful of rounds the shelling ceased and the field police bullied and kicked the troops to their feet, forcing them on.
Johar was puzzled at the lack of a sustained barrage by his own people until the moan of outgoing artillery passed high above. It had been fast, the return of fire so perhaps that was the reason.
Among the dead in the wood, as the flames from the tank receded, Johar was now at a loss as to how he could get across the river. He had only the corpses for company and as much as he would have wanted to gather up all the identity papers from the dead, he could not burden himself down whilst in enemy territory. Besides which, he had friends who may be amongst the dead, here in the wood, he preferred not knowing who, or how many he would never see again.
There are no �radar invisible aircraft�, at least not yet. The F-117A Nighthawk however was as close as present technology could manage, its shape and material it is made from, lessen the radar return, hiding it amongst the clutter. The danger time for the Nighthawk is when its low profile is spoilt, such as when it released non-stealthed weapons from within its belly.
Far to the west, an E-3 Sentry ventured closer to the front, hidden behind a jamming screen of NATO aircraft that now headed east again. The task of that particular E-3 was to assist the 49th Fighter Wing in its present mission.
The Russian A-50 and its escorts were aware of the jamming approaching them. They kept station for the moment, as they were still well outside missile range.
The operators aboard the A-50 updated their friendly air and ground units as to the latest occurrence and altered their own radars operation to pan back and forth across the approaching interference, with only a full 360� scan once per minute.
After about ten minutes, an operator noticed a very faint return from behind them during the minute�s full sweep. He reported it to the senior controller who set the radar to pan across their rear, there was nothing there now so the once a minute full sweep was resumed and they concentrated on the western threat.
Although he had seen nothing on radar the senior controller tasked a Su-29 away from its flight of three, sending it to use its IR sensors and look-down shoot-down radar, just in case.
The 49th Fighter Wing had completed a long, arcing, low-level flight in order to penetrate the air defences over Central and Eastern Europe. Four Nighthawks were going after the nearest A-50 base in northwest Ukraine whilst Colonel Tobias Corbin in Hawk 01 led his wing against the A-50 that was aloft, before tackling their secondary missions against other enemy CAP and the AAA missile systems.
What the A-50 had detected was a Nighthawk launching an AIM-120 from 18 miles away, well inside the weapons maximum range and it was now fast approaching them and the escort, along with thirteen of its brothers, launched from other Nighthawks.
The approaching E-3 Sentry was controlling the AIM-120B AMRAAMs via data link, the missiles own WGU-41B onboard systems were set to standby mode whilst the 335lb weapons were steered in at Mach4. There was no active radiation being emitted to warn the target aircraft of their approach until they got to one mile out, when the E-3 ordered the missiles sensors to active and it cut them loose.
Aboard the six Mig-31s and the A-50, automated systems discharged chaff and flares whilst screaming an alarm into the pilot�s headsets. The fighters broke, but for the lumbering A-50, its evasive manoeuvres were a token effort.
The AIM-120B is an advanced weapon of the fire-and-forget family, its onboard mono-pulse radar guidance systems analysed the radar returns from the chaff bundles, and they were travelling too slowly to be aircraft so they were ignored.
The A-50 died first, 40lb charges in two AMRAAMs exploded next to the tail section and cockpit, spreading wreckage over five miles. There were two weapons targeted on each aircraft and all were destroyed although two crewmen ejected safely.
In the Ukraine, an A-50 on pad alert was immediately ordered aloft to replace the splashed AWAC but aborted its take-off run when an engine lost power. Ground crews rushed to ready another aircraft and its crew awoken and scrambled out to the flight line.
Five miles from the airbase a Nighthawk lazed the A-50 being readied whilst its partner launched an AGM-65 Maverick, its arrival coincided with that of the crew and fuel bowser, the explosion illuminated the airbase and surrounding countryside. Six more A-50s were scattered about in high walled dispersals and the lazing Nighthawk sighted three of them. Twenty minutes later all three were wrecked and on fire, as was the A-50 taxiing back to the flight line.
Back over the battlefield an air raid warning was going out to both ground and air units. Systems went active as they sought the oncoming attackers but the A-50s destruction had robbed them of their long-range eyes whereas the NATO attack had the full benefit of AWAC and JSTARS support. It wasn�t going to a one sided fight, but for the moment the west had the advantage.
Johar witnessed the NATO attacks by more conventional aircraft. He lay huddled down amid the bodies, still looking for a way across the river. Although it was dark he doubted he could get away with joining the westward columns of troops, periodically the field police used red filtered torches to check the men filing past.
He became aware of shouting and caught the words �air raid�. On the bridge, vehicles commanders shouted at the vehicles ahead to speed up and troops started to push their way toward shore, either the west or east banks, whichever was closer. An officer emerged from among the field police APCs and despatched men to the bridge at the run, Johar winced as they gunned down without warning, two of the leg infantry who were heading back to the eastern bank.
The air seemed to tear open at the very sound of an incoming projectile, everyone froze in tableau as the AAA vehicle to Johar�s right exploded.
At the bridge further along the river, the ribbon bridge came apart as columns of water that contained men, vehicles and bridging sections, leapt high.
Johar was agape until low flying jet aircraft tore low overhead, heading east. He huddled down between bodies, ignoring the searing pain from his shoulder, neck and ribs as he sought cover.
250lb retard bombs bracketed the far bridge, banks, the column of AFVs and men, whilst closer to home CBU bomblets peppered the area.
Royal Air Force Tornado GRs and Jaguars gave the area part of their loads as they went toward suspected harbour area, gun lines, workshops and headquarters. USAF and Belgian F-16s had the wild weasel tasking�s and French Mirage shared the air superiority mission with USAF F-15s, clearing the air threat for B-52s to attack the bridgehead to the west with fuel-air weapons.
When the last bomblet had detonated he dared to raise his head again, he viewed a scene of carnage, there were dead and injured scattered about, burning vehicles lined the route to the bridge.
He made a decision and got to his feet, the bridge was damaged but still spanned the river and was at the moment unguarded and unattended.
He hurried as quickly as he could, looking right and left but needing to turn his shoulders, his neck muscles felt as if they had locked solid. As he drew level with the Russian field police vehicles the officer appeared from the rear of the nearer vehicle, he had apparently buttoned up the door as the bombs fell. Both vehicles were on fire and the man had obviously undogged the hatch to escape the flames within, he was on fire and screaming piteously, Johar reached for his pistol but stopped himself and deliberately walked on. In the years to come he would tell himself he had not put him out of his misery for fear of drawing attention, rather than because of the murdered men in the wood, in the years to come he would tell himself that lie often.
To the north, Hawk 01 had turned northwest immediately upon launching its AIM-120B at the A-50 and its escorts. After five minutes Hawk 01 turned west, hunting the deadly SA-10 Favorit sites nearer the front. Corbin kept the hybrid Nighthawk at tree level, or rather the systems slaved to the TFR, terrain following radar did. Hawk 01 was one of a pair of test bed airframes released for operational service. This two seat version did not have the �legs� of its compatriots, but needs must in times such as these. At least it allowed him the luxury of a navigator/weapons officer and permitted to just fly.
Lt Billy Firewalker, his native American navigator was busy trying to pick a route that avoided their encountering SAM sites. Ground threats appeared on his threat screen as figure S icons; air threats were depicted by batwings.
Where a radar was detected, but had not illuminated them, the icon was a faint flickering red. If it had illuminated, or painted, them the icon thickened in size but still flickered. A lock-on was solid, unflickering red.
�Search radar at 1 o-clock� looks like a Tombstone, probably at Polatsk� big town, but they don�t got us yet,� he warned. There was nothing in his voice to indicate his great granddaddy had ridden with Geronimo, it was pure Texan.
�Rog,� Tobias replied.
�Coming left to 262.�
The Nighthawk banked to the left, raising its profile slightly and the Tombstone radar painted it again but not enough to enable detection.
The new heading took them directly across the Western Dvina River where it met the Ula. Tobias told Billy to set the TFR to sixty feet and he took them south above the River Ula�s surface.
�We got a major road bridge coming up, Vitsyebsk to Lyepyel highway, they got to have SAM�s or a Zeus or two protecting it� twelve miles. We got high ground both sides for another eight� small valley to the left then, old river course I guess. HT lines across this here river just after that.�
�Rog.�
No sooner had Tobias acknowledged than flickering batwings, denoting an air threat at their six o-clock, appeared on the threat scope.
�Shit, looks like we got us a Zhuk radar back there� Fulcrum or Foxhound, he ain�t got us yet, but if we turn he might!�
Billy called the Mig-29s radar by its Russian codename, the Zhuk was a very capable piece of equipment that had locked up a Nighthawk during the Gulf War, on that occasion the cavalry, in the form of a F-16, had splashed it before it could launch on the F-117A.
�Where is he, how far?�
�Ten klicks� but closing!�
�If we don�t turn, we run the gauntlet at the bridge� we have to turn Billy.� Billy had started to get excited but the colonel�s matter of fact way of speaking, almost bored manner settled him down.
�Okay� three miles to the turn, Colonel.�
The Fulcrum had been directed by the A-50, before it was destroyed, to investigate the brief trace. The pilot knew that they were in the vicinity, nothing else could have got close enough to the giant AWAC and its powerful radar without being detected.
Its pilot used his IRST, Geophysica 36-Sh electro-optical sensor suite combined infrared search and tracking sensors in conjunction with his lookdown radar. At 7,000 feet the Mig-29 had picked up a heat trace and descended towards it. Against the cold surface of the river, the Nighthawk was leaving an IR track, despite its sophisticated heat masking and dispersal design. As the Fulcrum grew closer to the stealth aircraft, the heat trace grew stronger.
�Turn coming up, TFR set.� Billy informed Tobias.
Tobias let his hand hover near the side stick control; his kids used side sticks when they played Super Maria or Super Marlow or whatever the stupid plumber was called. The aircraft was flying itself; the computers and sensors in the aircraft could fly the machine, as he never could. Without the computers adjusting the control surfaces constantly he could not keep it flying by himself. The whole machine was reliant on its systems to stay in the air, not the humans sat at the front, and it took a leap of faith to put your trust in it. Despite the makers assurances about the EMP shielding he was always sceptical, how could they know without letting off a nuclear airburst somewhere to test it. EMP, the electromagnetic pulse generated by a nuclear weapon detonating in the atmosphere, screwed up all manner of electronic systems, from computers to car batteries.
The Nighthawk banked hard left as it entered the valley. In mid-turn the flickering batwings solidified, accompanied by the deedle deedle audible warning that they had been illuminated by the Mig-29 and its fire control system had them locked up.
For the Fulcrum pilot, a solid radar lock, as the Nighthawks radar profile increased in its banking turn, instantly replaced the disappearance of the IR trace, with the F-117A leaving the river to fly overland once more.
The pilot called it in, but the NATO air superiority operation was in full swing and everyone had their hands full staying alive.
The radar track faded as the Nighthawk levelled out but the Fulcrums radar now knew where to look and focused its search, locking it up once more. The pilot selected his AA-8 Aphids but the American activated his track-breakers and the missile lock-on tone died. Frustrated, he decided to shake the other pilot up a bit and dropped lower.
�He�s still back there, Tobe!�
�Yes, but his missiles can�t see us to lock-on, we�re okay!�
Tracer slashed past, blindly groping for them and Tobias kicked the rudder, slewing them away. The high terrain warning screeched, reminding him how close they were to the valley walls.
An S icon appeared on the threat screen at their twelve o-clock, directly ahead where the valley widened. Unbeknownst to the crew, they had been flying towards a divisional headquarters, unplotted by JSTARS.
�Shit� ground search radar ahead, we got Zeus and Grumbles, we got to turn man!�
�Like hell we do, lock �em up with the HARMs!�
Billy selected the AGM-88 high speed anti-radiation missiles and launched two away.
As the Nighthawks rotary launcher in the F-117As belly cycled to release the weapons against the ground threats, the Fulcrum pilot got a lock-on tone again from his AA-8 Aphids and pickled two off at the unseen target ahead.
With the missiles gone, the low radar profile was restored and the track-breakers did their job.
The super-cooled IR sensor in the Nighthawks tail detected the heat signatures of the missiles and activated an alarm.
�Missile launch!� The automated counter-measures system ejected chaff bundles sideways out the left and right dispensers.
One Aphid locked onto the chaff, it had not been in flight long enough for the proximity fuse to engage and curved right, flying through the chaff without exploding, and turning in an attempt to reacquire, it impacted against the valleys side.
The second missile failed to lock on to anything and streaked past the F-117A, still seeking a target. Both American�s let out the breath they had been holding.
Up ahead the AA-10s Tombstone radar locked up the fast approaching Mig-29 and launched two missiles at it. They were not expecting visitors and not prepared to ask questions first.
�Podonock!� Cursed the Fulcrums pilot, the literal translation of the Belarus oath being �Wankers!� as the missiles acquisition of his aircraft was conveyed via the screeching in his ears. He punched out chaff and flares before initiating a vertical jink in an effort to break the missiles lock.
There was a blinding flash and he was thrown hard forward against his shoulder straps, master-warning lights lit the console and alarms screeched.
The Migs twin stabilisers had been sheared off the airframe and shrapnel from an AA-10 peppered the starboard Turmanski turbofan, which disintegrated, trashing the port engine as it did so. With a very poor opinion of the army, its pilot ejected clear of his aircraft as it came apart.
The ZSU detected an incoming HARM and its operator switched its radar to standby whilst the SA-10s operator failed to react in time and was vaporised as the first HARM struck home.
Switching off a search radar does not ensure safety when HARMs are in the air, the memory within its processor remembers where the signal originated if it gets a long enough look, if not it will circle the area until its fuel runs out or the radar comes on again.
The ZSU-23-4 operator had only detected the one missile, when the Tombstone radar and control vehicle was destroyed the ZSU radar went active again.
Coming within 500m of the ZSU the F-117A had no background clutter to hide in, the turret spun to lead the aircraft and its quadruple 23mm cannon poured four streams of armour piercing shells into its path.
The ZSU was still expending rounds at a rate of thirty-two hundred a minute when the second HARM re-attacked, lighting up the area with a brilliant flash as it struck.
A series of loud impacts and a mushy feel to the controls told Tobias that they were in trouble; he did not need the master alarms to tell him that. A gale was blowing in the cockpit and a strong vibration was shaking the airframe. He was trying to gain some altitude when the engine fire warning lights came on and the aircraft suffered a 100�% failure of its avionics.
�Time to go Billy!� he shouted, glancing at his navigator as he reached for the ejection handle, only Billy had no head and didn�t reply. The sight caused Tobias to freeze for a moment as his hands closed over the ejection handle and it was the split second difference between life and death. Tobias was still staring at his crewmate when Hawk 01 exploded in a ball of flame.
Germany, east of the Wesernitz: 0027hrs, 31st March.
With the local residents of that area of Germany having, for the most part, fled their homes, the night was absent the usual activity associated with the hour. No lights lit the horizon with the sulphurous glow of street lighting, no car headlights, no car engines in the distance, no sounds of human activity except their own breathing.
The Warriors had carried them from the rear of the Battalion area to the rear of 1 Company where they had continued on foot through the lines and down the wooded slope to the river.
The only thing distinguishing Colin from the other patrol members was the �� x �� rectangle of white material on the back of his helmet, denoting him as the patrol commander. It was fixed to his helmet by the only piece of velcro present on any of his equipment. velcro, nylon hook and eye fasteners held closed cuffs, pockets and fulfilled any number of other tasks on the issued equipment. It may be cheap and handy but Colin hated the stuff, hated the audible ripping sound it made at night. He had removed all of it from his own, replacing it with old-fashioned brass press-studs, hand sown and painted black. The minute and muffled noise they made when used was far, far quieter. He rarely wore the wind-proof and wet proof clothing either, nylon is noisy when it brushes against objects, and if he wore it at all it was beneath a layer of cotton or wool.
A footbridge crossed above a weir beside a timber mill, although the mill was still a functional part of the local industry, the great mill wheel was stilled. The mill and the few cottages nearby were devoid any sign of current human occupation.
A breeze gently shook the branches of the trees, and in the sky was the narrow crescent of a quarter moon. Patches of cloud, moving slowly with the wind masked it from time to time, reducing visibility further. The unlit windows of the habitat�s they passed starred back at the passing troops like empty eye sockets, the cry of a Nightjar added an eeriness to the night.
As briefed, Colin would pick a recognisable feature along their route and pointing at the ground made wide circular motions, the action was mimicked by each man as they reached the spot, if they were bumped between there and the next point he chose, that is where they would RV.
Colin was the second man in the column, before him was the point, feeling for trip wires and looking for trouble ahead. Oz was at the rear, preserving the command structure if Colin were taken out at the front, Oz was also there to ensure no one got lost and to command the gun group that watched their �6�. Colin really wished he had an SLR in his hands right now. He missed its reliability and heavy, high velocity 7.62 round. If you hit the target it went down and stayed down with the first hit. The thing in his hands lacked the SLRs dependability and that stopping power. There were a couple of the new L85-A2 models in the Battalion, its new barrel with different rifling allowed it to fire the SS-108 round, the current round was pushed to penetrate soft skinned vehicles. H & K had got the contract to sort out the rifles many failings and the SS-108 round had a steel penetrator, which should improve stopping power. The Marines had the upgraded weapon prior to going to Afghanistan but came back seriously dissatisfied. It didn�t like cold weather, the metal contracted and it suffered stoppages. It didn�t like hot weather, the metal expanded and it suffered stoppages. It didn�t like dirt, but then no weapon does, the SA80 just had a far, far lower freshold of tolerance for sand and grit, than most.
Every man had an assigned arc to cover, looking and listening for anything out of place. Shape, shine, shadow, silhouette, movement and noise are the big give away's in camouflage and concealment. Merge in, don�t stand out, move slowly when you must and don�t make a sound, if you can achieve all that then you�ve got it cracked.
The ears are the most important sense in the dark but you have to know how to use your eyes to the best advantage. Stare at an object and it may disappear or fade to indistinction because of the light receptors in human eyes. The human eye has rods and cones, so called because that is their shape. The rods are at the front, receiving reflected light frequencies from objects that the brain translates as shapes, they have a narrow aperture to assist focus. The cones are at the side and their wide aperture collects more reflected light so you can see better at night by looking through the corners of your eyes. It takes a little while for eyes to adjust to the dark and any light exposure ruins it until the eye can adjust again. The drill for safeguarding night vision is to close your shooting eye until the flare, or whatever the source, is gone. Illumination at night is a double-edged weapon; you use the one open eye to take advantage of the additional light, carefully and slowly looking about.
At the end of each leg the patrol took up all round defence, facing outwards, legs splayed and over-lapping their neighbours. Viewed from above, the fighting patrol might resemble a synchronised swimming team at dry practice, but it was a means of communication and not intended to draw a six-six score from the Luxembourg judge.
Each man had his right leg over the lower left leg of the man on his right, when Colin signalled them to move out, it was done by raising his left leg twice, nudging the man beside him who would then pass the message on anti-clockwise. Colin would know when everyone had received the message, when his right leg was nudged in turn. At the end of each leg the navigators set the bearing for the next leg and looking through the compass prism would pick a landmark to march on. Colin remembered a Welsh Guardsman from his own Junior Brecon, on one exercise they had marched through the night across a featureless landscape, yet the Welshman had stopped periodically to take a bearing. Colin hadn�t been able to make out what the hell he could see that Colin couldn�t so he asked him, the man had pointed above the horizon to the full moon that crept across the sky� he had been leading them around in a wide circle.
At each stop they would listen whilst in all round defence, for upto fifteen minutes, for any sound that was out of place; in that time it is not unheard of for tired soldiers to fall asleep.
At the end of the last leg before the FRV, Colin did not receive his confirmatory nudge despite repeating it again, so he went looking for the broken link in the chain. Number eleven had fallen asleep, he awoke to find the blade of Colin�s fighting knife against his jugular. The CSM put his lips next to the man�s ear and whispered.
�If I ever catch you asleep on duty again sunshine, you�ll need a hundred fucking years of beauty sleep to sort the mess I�ll make of your face� understand?�
Although they were not the only patrol out that night, both sides had ambush, fighting and recce patrols out, they neither saw nor heard anyone.
They stopped again just short of the chosen FRV location whilst Colin went forward to recce it. They would be here for much longer than the previous, end of leg RVs, he had to confirm its suitability and check there were no enemy camped on the doorstep.
He used both binoculars and his MIRA night sight to scan for trouble, binoculars magnify the available light, ergo it is easier to see with them at night, they pick out detail lost in the mixture of green shades you see when using a night sight. Day or night, the correct way to scan is to break up the panorama into three areas, near, middle and distant. Its common sense that you start looking close to home, near distance before checking middle distance then the far distance, with any other combination you may find yourself staring at the horizon when someone taps you on the shoulder, uttering the words �For you zee vor ist over!�
He returned to the patrol and was challenged by the lead man, at night or in poor visibility it is foolish to assume the figure approaching you is the one you are expecting. If all cats look grey in the dark, then the same holds true for soldiers of opposing armies.
The simplest, yet secure method of challenging is to employ the number variation method. He had picked the number 42 for this patrol, the patrol members had been given it at the briefing. The lead man challenged Colin by saying.
�Thirty?�
Colin replied
�Twelve�.
He could have picked any number up to 41 to challenge with; Colin merely added the figure that added it up to forty-two.
In the FRV they still lay listening for ten minutes before dividing into their three groups, dropping off their bergens, less side pouches of course. The three men in the rear protection party stayed put whilst the fire support group went north and Colin�s snatch squad went east.
According to the Recce Platoon, there was a field that had a sharp rise that elevated it above the surrounding land, it wasn�t much but it was enough to qualify as a good OP site. When Colin had studied the map he reckoned it was a barrow, a grave mound. He wondered what the occupant would think, if he knew the land was still being fought over, still being invaded by men from the east.
Colin had an eye on the wind, he led the four men with him in a wide arc, staying downwind of the mound and keeping hedgerows between themselves and it. He was relieved to see that gorse bushes studded the mound, offering cover from view for his close target recce when he would decide how they would do the snatch. The wind carries noise and he wanted that advantage for himself.
Once he was satisfied with their own position he quietly slipped out of his webbing fighting order, Kevlar helmet and radio headset. He left his weapon behind, carrying only a cheese wire garrotte and fighting knife. If the British army followed the Yanks example of issuing handguns as back-up weapons in addition to their principle personal weapon, he would have been happier, but it all came down to money. Politicians who had been no closer to a fire fight than a war correspondents footage, decided they knew what was best, what the armed services needed.
Colin could see nothing through either binoculars or night sight to indicate life on the mound before he began his stalk. He picked his route before putting the optic devices away and crawling forward on his belly, using clumps of nettles and depressions for cover with a twig as a feeler, seeking trip wires. The field obviously had held sheep until recently, the grass was close cropped. Tufts of wool hung from protrusions here and there. He found the first booby trap midway to the mound and two more on its sloping side, the first had been a tripflare, and the next two were fragmentation grenades. Pins removed and spring-arms retained by the sides of the tin cans they had been put into, trip wires were attached to the grenades, ready to be pulled from the can by someone less cautious than he. After making all three safe he continued on.
He heard the enemy recce troops before he saw them, heard the sound of nylon against gorse, they had donned the garments as extra protection from the night air. He moved at a few inches at a time, listening between movements until he saw their forms, in a depression normally occupied by sheep as a windbreak. Their weapons were poked through the gorse ahead of them, which was okay if you knew that you were going to be attacked from that direction, otherwise it would just delay there being brought around to face the threat.
The figure on the right used an optical device whilst Colin watched, he could be the officer, or maybe not. They would sort that out when they had control of them.
Colin moved back the way he had come, just as carefully as before.
He briefed the four Guardsmen after replacing his kit and got on the radio.
�Hello Zero Alpha and Nine Nine Bravo, this is Nine Nine Alpha, radio check over?�
�Zero Alpha, okay over.�
�Nine Nine Bravo, okay over.�
Both the battalion CP and Oz acknowledged they were receiving his signals.
�Nine Nine Alpha, Snapdragon, over.�
�Zero Alpha, Snapdragon, out.�
�Nine Nine Bravo, Snapdragon, out.�
The target had been found and the snatch would follow, the CP would call up the mortar platoon to standby in case required. Oz would now be preparing to put a lot of fire down on another OP, to distract the targets and prevent the other OP from assisting the targets if word got out they were under attack.
Colin was more than relieved that they had not been detected on radar, if they had then their OP would have been more on their toes than they were.
In single file the five British soldiers made their way to the mound, out of sight of the OP, as they did not need to see it, they would follow Colin.
�Oz?� he whispered into his mouthpiece. Two clicks answered him.
�Standby.� Another two clicks and he knew Oz would be watching the moon as he was.
A nice fat cloud approached the crescent and masked it. Colin breathed into the mouthpiece.
�Go, go, go.�
The response was immediate, 800m away tracers lashed out, converging on the corner of a copse, accompanied by the ploop of M203 grenade launchers and their subsequent detonations. In the quiet of the night the booms of the grenades and roar of the automatic weapons carried, drawing the attention of the enemy soldiers and masking the pounding thud of boots that approached them. The method of subduing them was crude but effective, if something heavy lands on the back of a prone person; it drives the air from their lungs.
A grown man provided the heavy weight in this case, feet first. Whilst they gasped for air the masking tape covered their mouths, arms were pinned and the plasticuffs applied to wrists and elbows. Last of all, masking tape blindfolded them whilst their equipment was cut off and searched for anything of intelligence value.
Colin sent them off back the way they�d come and found a fresh use for the two booby-traps he�d found before joining them.
As they headed back to the FRV with their prisoners, incoming artillery from the east, moaned overhead and impacted a hundred meters short and right of where the fire support had come from, at least someone was still alive in the other OP. The next salvo was in line but only fifty metres short, good shooting by the gunners and good spotting by whoever was calling it in, Colin thought, the next salvo would be �on�.
Oz and the fire support group were back at the FRV, safe and sound when the snatch squad arrived. The brief had been for ninety seconds sustained fire; the group had been long gone by the time the enemy artillery worked their old fire position over.
The patrol regained their bergens and moved out on the first homeward leg and Colin kept the speed down. People would know they were around and now was the time to be extra careful, possible pursuit or not. The homeward leg is always the most dangerous, with the danger of the missions objective behind them, soldiers can feel it�s safe to relax, feel it�s safe to relish the prospect of climbing into a sleep-bag, the venerable �green maggot� and going to kip.
Behind them Colin heard the sound of a AFVs engines, five minutes later he heard the double crump of grenades going off.
Back at the mound, a very pissed off Czech sergeant took the identity tags from the neck of one of his dead soldiers, killed when he retrieved the AKMs and equipment that were the only things occupying their officers OP.
The sergeant had switched off the radar when the lieutenant had left the wood. The arrogant little fool, fresh from the academy had refused to listen to a mere NCO as he talked across the sergeant, quoting parrot fashion, what the manual said. Well maybe at the academy their vehicles had fresh, good quality batteries that could run the electrical equipment all night, without having to be recharged by starting the vehicle and running it for half an hour.
These vehicles old batteries could not run the radar and radios for more than three hours� without a recharge. Once the officer had gone the sergeant switched off everything but the radios, intending to power the radar up just before the man�s return.
Well the radar was on now as he picked up the dismounted troops from their OPs and went hunting their attackers. At the copse the two troopers had been experienced men, they had dug in when they chose the spot and so had kept their heads down when the attack started.
Colin was aware of the engine sound growing stronger and stepped aside, letting the tail catch up to him.
�Looks like it is �actions on AFV�, Oz.�
Oz nodded.
�Watch yer sen hinney,� and increased his pace, heading up the column to take command.
Colin separated the two Guardsmen carrying NLAWs and the gun group who had been delegated at the O Group for a tank ambush. They broke track, Colin picking their spot in a ditch. His main concern now was the enemy vehicle commander, would he acquire the patrol on radar and call in artillery fire or close in and use the section of troops and the 30mm turret mounted quick firing cannon and 7.62 machine gun.
The vehicle commander had debated the same point but his blood was up. He knew the troops they faced were the English, he knew that these troops were not much good, they had watched them in their Landrovers, patrolling this side of the river. One of the English had been wearing a beret instead of a helmet, and the picture of the cap badge in their books was for a regiment of part-time soldiers, local militia, third-rate. The fact that the soldier had worn a beret instead of a helmet in a combat zone merely confirmed his opinion of the enemies� worth.
Colin listened for the vehicle to draw nearer; it had to have picked up the patrol but was coming on anyway. That was a relief for him because it meant he would not have to go out and stalk it, killing it to stop the artillery ranged against the patrol.
Being at Brecon he had fired the weapon far more frequently than anyone in the Battalion had. The government defence budget had capped the number of rounds that could be fired in training to one round, per man, per year.
Colin had both weapons beside him, prepared for firing and waiting for a target.
The Czech APC had the patrol on radar and the sergeant gave his orders, charge through with the section in the rear using the side gun ports and if the stupid arrogant lieutenant got hit, then so be it. The Infra-red bulbs in the headlamps lit the way for the driver who wore goggles that enabled him to see the way ahead. They wanted maximum shock effect so there was not going to be anything scientific in the attack.
Colin watched the thing come on in the weapons Trilux sight, allowing it to close to 100m.
The IR picked out Colin, whose head was just visible above the ground and the driver shouted to the sergeant up in the turret.
Colin was aware of the turrets beginning to turn in his direction but held his sight picture, gently squeezing the trigger and knew the spotter was on even as he did so.
The Czech sergeant saw him and lowered the barrel of the 7.62 machine gun, just as Colin fired the 94mm HESH round.
Impacting above and to the right of the driver�s head, the shaped charge caused the AFVs armour to blister and a jet of white hot metal shot across the interior. It raised the temperature in the vehicle by 300� and cut through a rifleman�s helmeted head as it crossed the interior to the storage bins of 30mm ammunition.
Colin was reached for the second NLAW but the APCs hatches blew out and the vehicle rolled to a halt, pouring smoke from every seam. At the first sign of movement the gun group opened up with three-second bursts from the gimpy, cutting down the driver as he emerged along with a sergeant. They kept up the rate of fire as Colin crawled forward and lobbed a hand grenade into the vehicles troop compartment.
Oz was conducting a proper search of the prisoners at their Warriors behind 1 Company when Colin turned up with his ambush group.
�You okay, Sir?� they were not alone and the Guards frowned upon �familiarity�.
�Yes thank you sergeant, can you get these prisoners over to the RSM please and join us for the debriefing back at our area?�
Oz nodded and pushed the prisoners through the Warriors rear hatch and climbed in after them. The rest of the patrol, less Colin�s four, had already unloaded their weapons under Oz�s supervision and were aboard their vehicles, ready to go. Colin got on with business, they weren�t finished yet and he had a patrol report to write before he saw his green maggot. He looked at his watch; the luminous hands told him it was 0358hrs. Great, he should get all of an hours kip before stand-to if he hurried.
Beijing, People�s Republic of China: 0830hrs, same day
The vast majority of the Chinese people on Mainland China were unaware of any war breaking out until the state-controlled media broke the news. TV, radio and the newspapers shouted defiance and vowed vengeance on America and it's running dog allies, claiming an unprovoked attack on three peaceful PLAN warships. According to their government, the ships had been well inside Chinese territorial waters and the ships had been sunk with all hands. For that reason, their country had declared war, for reason of self-defence, naturally.
Away from the population centres it would be many months before some heard the news, indeed some had only recently heard stories about Tiananmen Square.
Shopping in the market, the elderly Mr Tung hobbled along, assisted by a gnarled stick and hailed the fishmonger.
�Li xiansheng, ni hao, how do you do Mr Li, are you going to overcharge me for my supper again, you bandit!�
Mr Li turned his one good eye toward the speaker.
�Aren�t you dead yet� too miserly to die and pay the grave tax?�
His customer raised his walking stick, pointing it like a sword at the fishmonger.
�I would ask after the health of your family, only they threw you in the bucket and kept the afterbirth, at the kennel where you were born!�
�Pah!� replied the old merchant.
�At least my Mother walked on legs rather than slithered on her belly!�
The two ancients glared at one another, then laughed like schoolboys and clapped one another on the back, completing their weekly ritual.
Mr Tung followed his friend around the side of the stall where Mr Li made a space for him on a bench, brushing away at unseen dust.
Both men sat quietly, lighting up old long stemmed pipes and watching the world go by. A pretty girl walked past and both men leant forward to watch until she passed from sight. Between them they had one hundred and sixty four years on the planet
Mr Li broke the silence,
�I hear the Americans sank our ships.�
�Humph!� was Mr Tung�s only response, not bothering to look at his friend.
Mr Li went on.
�Three of our ships they say, and they named them.�
Mr Tung nodded.
�My landlady told me last night, her nephew works at the Harbour Masters office, and he knows the ships, coal burning gunboats, very old.� He peered distrustfully at the substance burning in the bowl of his pipe.
�Do you have a relative working in the tobacco trade Mr Li, this has been cut with old carpet I think!�
Mr Li grinned and slapped the man on the knee; they both chuckled away for a minute before settling down again.
�What else did your landlady�s nephew say� I didn�t know you still paid your rent on her sleeping mat?�
�Once a week for the past thirty years,� Mr Tung stated smugly.
�Thirty years ago it was three times a week!� pointed out Mr Li, stressing the point with the pipe stem, pointing it at Mr Tung.
�Thirty years ago she didn�t look like her grandmother.�
Silence resumed as they once again watched the comings and goings around them.
�The old gunboats were rusting away for years and they no longer worked. Last week they towed them away and if the Americans sank them it was because they thought they were seeing ghosts from the Japanese war.�
Mr Li nodded. �Who towed them away?�
�The government men I suppose,� replied Mr Tung with a shrug.
�Ah!� Mr Li responded sagely, as if that explained everything. �The government men.� Anyone who looked official, but was not local was automatically assumed to be �a government man�. He took another puff on his pipe before asking.
�Do you think the Americans will invade us?�
Mr Tung did not reply for a moment, he still stared ahead at the bustle of the market place, and then he tapped his friend reassuringly on the knee.
�Don�t worry my friend, the Americans won�t come here,� adding. �Why should they want to buy fish at your prices?�
Across the city in the Politburo offices, Premier Chiu ended a call to Moscow in the same civil tongue with which he had conducted the whole conversation with the Russian Premier. He had a pleasant smile on his face as he replaced the receiver, but once done he hammered his fist down onto the desktop, causing a carafe of water to dance and a glass of water to overturn.
�Wangba dan!� Chiu didn�t know if the Russian engaged in sexual congress with his mother, but the insult burst forth anyway, indicating the Chinese politician�s origins in the provincial gutters.
All the assurances and guarantees had been worthless even though they were allied in the war. Only one bomb had gone off, and it did not chop the head off America if the US media spoke true.
The Russians did not have a back-up satellite to transmit the signal to the bombs and although he knew little of technology, he was not impressed with the Russian excuse that keeping the operation small had been vital to operational security.
He left his office for the committee room, pausing to compose himself before nodding to an aide to open the door to the room where the Politburo was gathered.
He waved everyone back to their seats as he made his way up the room to the head of the table, looking at faces, gauging their resolve, and weighing the news.
Marshal Lo Chong and Minister Pong looked confident, charged even, as they met his gaze. Good, good, thought the premier as he seated himself. I will deal with them first and success would still the tongues of the faint hearted.
�Comrade Marshal, please update us with news of the progress of our armed forces?�
�Starting with Taiwan, yesterday morning our special forces began cutting communications, roads and bridges all across the island; this took place just prior to mass attacks of medium range missiles on all air force bases, airports, landing strips and barracks.�
�And were they successful Marshal?�
The Marshal answered immediately.
�Our airborne assault followed the missile attacks, the amphibious landings began at dusk, comrade Premier and a beachhead has been established, the port of T�ai Hsi is in our hands, heavy armour can begin to be offloaded within the hour.� His eyes gave nothing away, not revealing that over half of the missiles launched had been intercepted by Patriot missiles and air launched AIM-120 AMRAAMs. Fighting was still going on at T�ai Chung AFB and they had lost half of the second wave of paratroops to missiles. The third wave was delayed owing to the lack of aircraft; they had lost fifteen Il-76 transports in the second wave. Fortunately their other airborne operation, at Singapore, was going to plan. The transport aircraft, which had taken part in that operation, would soon be available.
T�ai Chung should have been secured by midnight and transports landing by 0200hrs but they held the runways and little more. The first wave had achieved surprise but the US and Taiwanese armed forces were on alert, albeit for terrorists, and they had reacted swiftly. The second wave, like the first, had a strong CAP protecting it and the first wave paratroops had secured the Patriot site, it was the damned Stinger missiles the defenders had. They had not used them against the air strikes the paratroops had called in earlier, they had reasoned that further waves would be on the way. Their discipline was greater than he would have believed, accepting losses from the fighter-bombers because they knew aircraft could not take the base from them, and only troops on the ground could do that. Six hundred troops, eight light tanks and supplies had been lost. They had landed a further four hundred men by parachute, two light tanks and some supplies. Four transports aborted their runs and returned to the mainland. The pilots and senior paratrooper officer aboard each aircraft had been bayoneted to death on the tarmac after landing, the pilots for cowardice as well as the soldiers, who should have forced the pilots to continue.
�In Singapore, we have secured Tengah Air Force Base and Changi Airport by airborne assault. The land route to Malaysia has been cut and a thousand Marines, landed from merchant ships have seized the harbour. All as planned comrades.�
The Premier maintained the appearance of calm confidence. He knew the full details, knew what the Marshal withheld, so be it. He would be the sacrificial lamb should it come to that.
�And the American aircraft carriers, what of them?�
�As you know, the Americans and the British destroyed the Russian satellite and the ground station. The carriers in port had left before then anyway.� He referred to his notes.
�Xianfeng-7 and Jianbing-3, two of our surveillance satellites, are currently tasked solely with tracking the American carriers but at present they are being repositioned� �
�Why?� interrupted the Premier.
�We were not aware that the Americans still possessed anti-satellite missiles, their project was cancelled years ago as unnecessary in the face of their star wars projects, when they too were cancelled the ASAT project was never reactivated. Our satellites were at risk in their present orbits and so they were changed,� explained the Marshal.
The Premier nodded and a wave of his fingers signalled Lo Chang to continue.
�We already know the position of the USS John F Kennedy to within two hundred miles and an operation is already underway to sink her using air launched C.802 cruise missiles, the Tu-160 will carry two each, with a 2 kiloton warhead in place of their conventional warheads. You may recall that we bought two Exocet missiles from the French and copied them; we now export our version at considerably less that the French ask for their missile. The C.802 is proven technology.�
�Where is this American ship, how will it be attacked, details please Marshal because you begin to sound like a door to door salesman.� The questions came from the GRI minister; the General Research Institute is the name of the PRCs intelligence service. Unlike Britain, Russia and the CIA, China believes that a secret service should be precisely that. It is a very shadowy yet active organisation. The minister was looking at the Marshal in a way that telegraphed the fact, that he too knew of the glossed over facts in the briefing so far.
Marshal Lo Chang smiled as if the statement at the end of the request was a light-hearted joke, the glitter in his eyes said otherwise though.
�The John F Kennedy is heading north to join up with the puny carrier Britain�s Royal Navy seeks to threaten our carrier combat group with. The Mao pilots will receive their blooding in sending the British to the bottom whilst two regiments of the Tu-22ME bombers we purchased from the Ukrainian�s and six of our Tu-160 bombers will sink the Americans in a combined operation with the submarine forces.�
�How is this operation guaranteed to succeed, Marshal?�
�The Tu-160 is a supersonic bomber, as are our Tu-22ME bombers; however the Tu-160 is a stealthed aircraft, similar to the American B1-B. The Russians have two submarines, one of which is trailing the John F Kennedy. The Tu-22ME bombers will attack in force from the northwest and the Russian Oscar submarine will launch from the north. When the Americans are engaged the Tu-160 bombers will approach undetected from the southeast, from the open ocean.� replied the soldier.
�The Tu-160 is not similar to the B1-B Lancer, it is a direct copy, as are most Russian weapon systems, they are a knee-jerk reaction to innovation that they must counter� and rarely work as well.� GRI was dismissive.
The Marshal thought that GRI must have been talking with his tongue deep in his own cheek, as China�s technological level would be fifteen years behind the rest of the world, but for stolen ideas and inventions. GRI was responsible for most of the military application thefts.
The Premier had been listening and watching the exchange with interest, wondering why GRI was baiting the military, could it be jealousy at the military�s large role in comparison to the intelligence service? The Premier used rivalries amongst politburo members and organisations to keep his position strong, playing off one against the other.
Foreign Affairs took the floor after the military brief. They had approached the Pacific Rim nations and offered a return of the Tiger Economies once the USA was removed from the world picture. It was not expected to gain allegiances, especially not from Vietnam or the Philippines, they would already suspect that China would claim the Pacific oil resources for herself, backed up with military muscle. It was meant to muddy the water and keep them wrong footed, suspicious of their neighbours as they wondered who would form secret allegiance with the PRC.
North Pacific, same time
The deck alert, ready five F-14D Tomcat in which Lt Nikki �Mermaid� Pelham and Lt �Chubby� Checkernovski and her RIO, radar intercept officer, were playing chess as the John F Kennedy forged ahead. The carrier had done a hard right turn just after last light, as the combat groups ASW warfare assets prosecuted a possible diesel submarine that had dogged them for the previous twelve hours�. Both officers rested small travelling chess sets on their legs as they combated the boredom.
Nikki needed the distraction more than her RIO; the situation in Washington DC was too confused for any solid news. Her parents, younger brother and sister had been in the city, taking in the sights and visiting �The Wall� in Constitution Gardens, where more than a few of her Fathers friends and comrades names were carved. The crisis in the lead up to the war had not deterred her parents, they did not run scared like lesser mortals had after 09/11 and weren�t going to allow anything effect their day to day lives. The seven-day trip had been planned last Christmas and they had arrived in the capitol three days before. The hotel they were staying at was on Pennsylvania Avenue.
High above the fleet an E-2C Hawkeye kept an eye beyond the horizon whilst an E-3 Sentry out of Japan was providing early warning of air attack for the country and also had the John F Kennedy group in sight. Neither early warning system could see the air groups of the Kuznetsov and Mao awaiting word to launch or the Il-76 tankers arriving on station from the Russian mainland and PRC.
What they could see though were the A-50s with heavy escorts probing for the USN and RN combat groups, lost by the satellites and submarines.
Aboard HMS Hood the captain was trying to set up an attack on the enemy carriers, but he had a problem. His sonar department had on three occasions detected a fleeting submerged contact. It could be the submarine that sank the USS Cheyenne but then again it was as likely to be any of the anomalous contacts that are caused by sea life and echoes from afar. He didn�t like the impulse he felt to look over his shoulder constantly and had decided to go looking for it.
HMS Prince of Wales had turned southeast, the plan now being to join with the John F Kennedy group. The Russian submarines had missed her but stumbled upon the John F Kennedy instead. The St Petersburg class diesel boat Irkutsk was watching and reporting when discovered by the American ASW assets. In the distance the Oscar class missile boat Admiral Dumlev was listening to the hunt but unable to intervene in throwing off the hunters.
Oblivious to all the military activity in the area was an elderly English couple, they had not abandoned plans to reach Alaska but they would not be stopping off at Russian ports along the way.
Near Cottonwood, South Dakota, USA: Same time
With the removal of the vast majority of ICBM sites in accord with SALT, the missile silos had been imploded with explosives and the pumping station deprived of power, allowing water to flood the underground facilities. However, large hardened subterranean facilities still remained, although with different functions to their original design.
Ellsworth AFB, control centre # D-1 off Interstate 90, has a deep shaft leading to a wide circular passage, running west below a low hill to a large facility that was now, temporarily, an alternative seat of government for the United States of America. The vice president had relinquished the role of Commander in Chief once the doctors had signed off on the president who was now in videoconference with other, similar facilities that housed the various arteries of a government in time of war.
When the army engineers got through to the kitchens, the president had refused to budge until those trapped with him had been evacuated first.
The sight that had greeted him, on emerging into the grounds had stopped him in his tracks. Sealed into an environment suit as he was, had added a surreal touch to the experience. Hiroshima had come to visit Washington DC, and the view from the helicopter that took him to a field hospital had reduced him to silence.
The doctors who had examined him were concerned by his uncommunicative state, answering yes, no, don�t know, in a dull voice; the shrink was going to have to do an assessment anyway but they let him know their concerns.
After the prodding and probing of the medical doctors came the probing and prodding of the �trick cyclists�, he endured it for an hour before erupting.
�Doctor, I sure did wet the bed, hell I wet it every other night until I was four years old� in fact that second god damned ink blot you showed me looks a lot like a peed-on mattress!� The psychiatrist was scribbling away furiously when the president reached over and snatched the pad. He looked briefly at was written.
�How in the hell do you suppose that my current state of mind has anything to do with pre-pubescent trauma and possible child abuse!� The pad hit the far wall of the large tent where the session took place. �My Father tanned my hide when I needed it� I do not happen to ascribe to the current thinking that children are subject to the same rules as adults� an adult is a person who has reached maturity and is fully developed� does that sound like a four year old who set alight to his father�s den after being told the dangers of matches?� The presidents senior secret service agent had entered on hearing the outburst and seen the president angrier than he ever had done before. Without looking up the president had held up a hand, halting him as he leant across the collapsible table, separating shrink from patient. �Call me quaint and old fashioned, why don�t you, but perhaps, just perhaps� my present state of mind may be due to my nation�s capital city getting wasted, while I was present� and not because I got spanked at age four� you halfwit!� The target of his ire was trying to find words and failing.
�Sign me off as fit and get back to psychoanalysing poodles, young man� and do it now!�
The flight from the MASH by Marine TAV-8B Harrier, with the mid-air tanking�s had gone a long way to restoring his equilibrium. It was his first ever flight in a combat jet and after a few minutes into the flight he had enthused over the machine, chatting with the colonel who chauffeured him.
The formal transition back to C in C had been accomplished once he�d arrived in the hardened bunker.
�Henry, what�s the situation?�
General Shaw was a thousand miles away but his expression spoke for him, before he even opened his mouth.
�Mr President, I�m glad you made it out, sir� the PRC, Russian�s and their allies attacked immediately after the Washington bomb was detonated, on the dot of 9am, Washington time.� General Shaw cleared his throat and continued.
�At Pearl we lost two destroyers, USS Tempest Creek and the USS Andy Croy to mines placed by divers. Both sank at their moorings but they are salvageable. In the East, the naval airbases on Japan and Okinawa came under missile attack, we got just over half but we lost a fleet tanker, the Killington, at Yokosuka and Bonhomme Richard took damage when she blew. We lost shore installations and the �Bonnie� is out of action and in need of major repairs. On Taiwan the PRC staged commando raids by Special Forces before the bomb at the capital blew, and missile attacks on the hour were followed in by airborne drops at T�ai-chung AFB. After last light they began amphibious landings at T�ai-Hsi and the other side of the Cho-Shui river. They have established a beachhead and secured the port, sir.� The general knew the time to defeat a landing once it was on the beach, was there, on the beach, when the troops had only the ammunition in their pouches. Once an enemy got his logistics ashore it got far harder.
�At T�ai-chung air force base, the ROC have the buildings while they have the field. The airborne landing caught them on the hop� caught us all on the hop, I guess I owe that guy from Langley an apology, anyway� the first wave lost momentum and the second wave got chewed up by ROC SAMs. So far there has been no third wave and a mechanised battalion of ROC troops has reinforced the AFB. The Taiwanese are about to start beating on the bridgehead, ships and port with air strikes combined with a naval effort.
Singapore is calling for help but I think they have gone sir� if I say so myself Mr President, it was a pretty damned gutsy move and the PRC pulled it off. A lot depends on whether the countries between cooperate with the PRC. They are reliant on air and sea supply, if we cut that then we starve them out. Malaysia has so far made no international noises but they have troops on the move. They may not be kissing cousin�s with Singapore but they have been good neighbours.�
�What about the rest of Asia and the Far East, Henry?�
�Sir, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Thailand, Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam� . It�s the same story, we know they have been approached diplomatically and all of them are mobilising, we don�t know if they are going to fight, join or stay neutral. The Philippines we are sure of, they told China to take a hike and expelled the PRC embassy along with the Russian Federation and allies. They are mobilising too.� He referred to something on a wall off screen before continuing.
�First blood at sea goes to Australia, they captured a mini sub and some commandos doing the preliminary marking for a landing. While they prosecuted the mother ship they came under attack from a third sub� sank it and forced the mother ship to the surface where they made a fight of it. Scratch two PRC naval assets. Australia is worried though; they have a lot of coastline but small army, navy and air force. Granted that not even the PRC have the ability to land at the back end of nowhere and cross the interior, but they are a logical target if the PRC are driving for a Pacific empire.�
The president was deep in thought for a while and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs paused.
�Where did this happen?�
�A bay south of MacKay, Queensland� a hell of a way from anything major, though� Henry added, puzzled at the location.
The president however was less interested with the reasoning behind that particular location and more interested in anything else the PRC had been up to.
�I take they are starting a search for other landing sites that may have been prepared, General?�
Henry Shaw nodded in affirmation.
�Okay, let�s move on. Have we sunk their damn carriers yet?�
�Sir, that is in hand. At present they are sticking close to land, and we have only John F Kennedy in that part of the Pacific at the moment, that�s why we wanted the Brit Prince of Wales to stay on. We are handicapped by lack of real time Intel. NSA promise to have completed the debugging of the system anytime now and we are gambling on it being back in time to assist fleet ops. While they are up north they cannot assist at Taiwan, of course.� The president did not look happy, but Shaw continued.
�We have a tenuous lead on their carriers, just one submarine in contact with them. Their carriers are the Damocles Sword that hangs over us. The threat has to be neutralised before we deal with the rest of it.�
�And what if the satellites aren�t back up?� queried the president. �When did we last have their carriers position?�
�Twenty-six hours� ago, HMS Hood is weapons free now, they will be in too close to transmit, and possibly already setting up an attack.� The general turned a page before carrying on.
� USS Constellation was in Hawaii until last week, it will be three days before she is in range to begin offensive operations. John C. Stennis was midway back to San Diego and she is turned about now. The Nimitz is still in refit, but she is now being rushed back. In short, it will be three days until another carrier group can intervene. A month before all of them are on station. HMS Prince of Wales is an ASW carrier, intended for convoy work in the Atlantic. Her Sea Harriers are for fleet defence but they have an anti-ship role too. We put some Phoenix�s, AIM-54Bs aboard and they have retrofit the airframes to carry them, it is not a Harrier weapon so the PRC will have a shock if� or rather when they come looking.
�What about Europe, what is the story there?�
�The Red Army� we started calling them that again, sir� �
�May as well, I suppose� sorry, carry on Henry.�
�The Red Army has three main thrusts, one into Belarus from Russia, another building in The Ukraine, ready to go through Poland and a third has curved through Rumania, Slovakia and into the Czech Republic from The Ukraine. That one, on the face of it looks as if it could hook north into Poland, but it is a feint, they are going to go west sometime today, into Germany, even though they had recon units cross into Poland.�
The president leant forward.
�How do we know?�
�The Brits are facing the Czech border, they were busy last night, lots of patrols out and the SAS raided a regimental command post inside the Czech Republic. What they found there was corroborated by an officer snatched in Germany, turned out to be a generals son.�
�I heard there was a battle yesterday, Russia invaded Belarus a couple of days ago and they locked horns yesterday, so my pilot told me?�
�In the early afternoon, the Belarus forces that went over to Russia spearheaded the invasion. The loyal Belarus had a defence line along the Dnieper/Byerazino rivers; the Red Army beat on it with massed prolonged artillery before starting their assault. The Belarus air force attacked as the enemy were trying to force the river but the Russians got in amongst them using the Belarus IFF codes of the day; the Belarus have only a few airworthy airframes left now. They held their armour back until we could assist in the air� that happened last night. We took losses in the air but the Belarus counter attacked with armour before withdrawing to their next defence line.�
�And what were those losses we took?�
�NATO lost three Tornadoes, three Jaguars, all RAF. Two Super Mirage from the French, five F-16s, two were Belgian, three were ours, as were three F-15s, two B-52s and two F-117A Nighthawks.� General Shaw finished reading from a list in front of him and looked at the screen.
�How did we do, Henry?�
�That thrust has been blunted sir, they are going to have to reconstitute before they can resume the advance, say� three days.� He turned a page.
�We destroyed, in the air and on the ground. Five of their A-50 AWACS, thirty-four combat aircraft and a lot of armoured fighting vehicles, logistical vehicles and personnel� no numbers as yet.�
The president pursed his lips.
�Convoys, tell me how it is going and is there anything we can divert to the West Coast?"
The general frowned.
�1st Armoured, 9th and 22nd Mechanised are either in the terminal stages of loading or afloat. 5th Armoured got snarled up in the exodus from Texas City, they are over a day late and haven�t uploaded yet. The first convoy is on the way, with a heavy escort. The Canadian 1st Corps is also afloat and their first convoy leaves at last light today� what are you thinking sir?�
�I am thinking that the PRC were not a factor when we put this together and we are going to need Australia as a base to assist Taiwan, Japan, Okinawa and the Philippines. Either way, the PRC needs Australia and it needs to be denied to them.� The president looked apologetic.
Henry Shaw blew out his cheeks and was looking not into the screen but thousands of miles away. Eventually he looked back at the screen.
�You know of course that you will not be getting any Christmas cards from the planning and logistics staff this year, Mr President?� he then went on.
�I agree that Australia needs help, but we are now at war with the two other super powers, we are very over stretched. I have already started the reactivation of the reserve fleet and AMARC, the Aerospace Maintenance and Regeneration Centre in the Sonora Desert is reactivating what they can. The VP authorised it and the next two levels of call-up� you realise sir, we are going to have people screaming to bring the troops home, to protect the homeland?�
The president turned to an aide, requesting he contact the Australian prime minister and the British prime minister.
�Okay, Henry� I wanted you to go and make your planning staffs wish they had voted for the other guy, get the 5th turned around and headed west, get shipping into ports ready to move them to Australia. I am going to ask Her Majesty�s government for permission to do just that, okay?�
�Yes Mr President.�
�And Henry, I need a full brief on dispositions in Europe in two hours� please?�
General Shaw nodded and his screen went blank.
�DDI� you�re up, what�s hot and what�s not?�
North Pacific Ocean: 1324hrs, same day.
Lt Fu Shen took a deep breath and advanced the throttles to the stops. Two miles away the Kuznetsov air group was launching, using that carriers ski slope deck�s assistance to get airborne with their heavy loads.
Fu Chen was pressed back into his seat as the catapult launched him down the deck and the Su-27 got itself airborne without his help. �What a rush!�
Climbing to join the rest of his squadron and top off his tanks, there were sixty-two Russian and Chinese combat aircraft in the air, and all were bound for the Prince of Wales group with its nine Sea Harriers.
Charlie Whiskey 01, the USS Curtis Wilbur�s UH-60B, Sea Hawk ASW helicopter, was dipping its sonar for the umpteenth time that day. There was a sub here, they had it hemmed in with sonar buoys and they had been chasing the damn thing all day. It had to snorkel sooner rather than later, at best bet they had been down fourteen hours�. There were three helicopters at any one time prosecuting the contact. The thermal layer below the ocean�s surface was fluctuating, making it harder to detect the diesel submarine, which ducked in, above and below the layer.
�I got a faint contact on buoy twelve� � The sonar operator informed the pilot. The buoy was at the centre of their north-south line and Charlie Whiskey raised its dipping sonar once more, headed east and dipped again.
�Ok, I got a faint contact at 023�� I�m going below the layer� firming up, we got us a submarine on the sprint, heading 287�, 260 feet.�
�Raise the dipper� standby� drop, drop, drop� one away!�
A Westinghouse, Mk-50 lightweight torpedo dropped clear of the Sea Hawk, its 750lb bulk splashing below the surface.
For the Irkutsk their dash had been the last option open to them, they were down to 40�% battery power. The Mk-50 dived below the layer where its passive sensors detected the vessel�s propeller noise and going active it accelerated to 46 knots, easily overhauling the Russian diesel boat.
High above HMS Prince of Wales, her dedicated AEW Sea King detected the Chinese A-50s radar pulse and knew that they had been found. The Searchwater radar did not have the power of the giants radome but that did not matter in this case.
Calling up HMS Cuchullainn and the frigate USS Dry Springs far below, she informed them of the contact.
Both had two helicopters apiece, one each on �loan� from Prince of Wales, that hot refuelled from the ships when need be without touching down, the helicopters now took station at the bows and stern of the ships, increasing their radar profiles. Behind each ship were a series of radar reflectors, towed along behind.
Aboard the A-50 the operators saw large ships with two smaller targets behind, they took the bait, assuming that this was the Royal Navy carrier, the American AEGIS Ticonderoga class cruiser and two escorts. They called up the Mao and Kuznetsov, giving course and speed. The real group was 25 miles further distant and the command staff had to estimate how long it would take the enemy air raids to arrive at the decoys.
Timing was critical.
John F Kennedy�s air wing would provide a squadron of precious F-14s to the smaller combat groups defence; if they approached too soon they would lose the element of surprise and run low on gas.
No plan ever survives first contact and this was no exception, as an A-50 also detected John F Kennedy�s AEW Hawkeye�s radar energy. The Blackjacks, Backfires and Su-27 escorts were already in the air and awaiting a target location.
Aboard USS John F Kennedy, CV-63, the last aircraft of air wing five was being launched.
Lt Nikki Pelham and her squadron were about to head north to assist the Sea Harriers of Prince of Wales when the E-2 Hawkeye picked up the first flight of the Backfires Su-27 escorts, forging in at 380 miles out, Pelham�s Squadron was nearest to the intruders.
�Oh shit, there goes a perfectly good plan.� The TAO, tactical action officer, had his hands on his hips as the Hawkeye�s downlink conveyed the information to the John F Kennedy�s CIC, where the combat systems suite�s SPS-48E three-dimensional fire control, TAS missile targeting and SPS-49 long-range air search radar systems gave him a real-time picture.
�Inform Prince of Wales we are under air attack� tell them they are on their own.� I hate being totally defensive, was the thought running through his mind.
�Start feeding tactical data to Bobby Quinn�s F-14s, they are weapons free to engage.� He tried to put himself in the attackers shoes, visualise what the game play would be, but it was too early, too many variables.
�They won�t be alone, whoever they are� tell the Vipers� they are to head north as back-stop to deal with any leakers.� Placing one of their F/A-18D squadrons in a second line, between the threat and the carrier group. It left him two squadrons; one of F-14s overhead, as a reserve and the second squadron of F/A-18Ds ranging across their flanks.
The carrier group was arrayed with her frigates as outlying picket ships and the destroyers as a second line of defence. The core of the formation held the John F Kennedy, the cruisers USS Vincennes and USS Chancellorville in addition to the fleet support ships. At present, all radars were on standby as they received the E-2s information via high frequency data-link, seeing what it saw. The ships had been at action stations since before dawn when the diesel boat shadowing them had been detected. It was believed that the Prince of Wales, which was between themselves and the threat, would be discovered and attacked first, before both groups could unite, but that wasn�t how it happened.
Eager to avenge the Irkutsk, the captain of the missile submarine, Admiral Dumlev, was already at launch depth and aware of the John F Kennedys location from her own sonar department. She had not transmitted it due to the risk of detection and now she was preparing to fire. The plan called for her to launch on receipt of a code word from an A-50 that was providing airborne control for the mission, when the Backfires had launched. The Dumlev�s captain was not prepared to wait the extra minutes and gave the order to launch. He wanted first blood, in memory of the Irkutsk.
Charlie Whiskey 01 was in the process of hot footing back to the carrier group when the first Chelomey SS-N-19, Granit broke the surface a half mile ahead. Of the twenty-four anti-ship missiles aboard the Admiral Dumlev, the first twenty were armed with 750 kg, high explosive warheads; the last four had 500 kT nuclear warheads. The Sea Hawk helicopter had only one Mk 50 torpedo left. Calling on the other pair of Sea Hawks, Charlie Whiskey 01 dropped on the submerged SSGN.
Seven SS-N-19s had broken the surface and begun their 1.5 mach journeys when the Mk 50 torpedo slammed into the Oscar II.
John F Kennedy received the heads up and all the groups� air defences went active. A minute later CIC had them.
�Vampires, vampires� range 279 miles, bearing 006�, speed Mach plus .5� scope shows seven inbounds on that bearing!�
The missiles had an initial range and bearing to fly before their own inertial guidance took over. Dumlev had planned on swamping the US air defences with the conventional weapons to give the nuclear tipped warheads a better chance of success. The groups second line of aircraft locked up the inbounds with AIM-120 AMRAAMs and launched. The missiles could intercept cruise missiles flying at Mach 4 and all seven relatively slow Granit missiles fell to the F/A-18Ds AMRAAMs.
Charlie Whiskey 01s Mk 50 torpedoes 100lb warhead lacked the punch of its grown-up relatives. The torpedo strike terminated the launch of the remaining seventeen weapons, despite the captain and his crew�s best efforts; the fire control system was down. They still had propulsion and whilst two compartments were flooded and the port ballast tank ruptured, the vessel could still manoeuvre although it could not go deep. Under the circumstances, the Oscar II could well have escaped and made port for repairs but for the return of the other two UH-60B Sea Hawks that had conducted the search for Irkutsk. A second Mk-50 found its engine compartment, flooded it and deprived the submarine of the power to run or surface. With the enemy air raid closing in the UH-60Bs beat feet, leaving the Admiral Dumlev to slowly sink toward the bottom. At 853 feet the weakened hull imploded, leaving only an oil slick and flotsam to mark her grave.
The F-14s of Nikki�s squadron bore in toward the Su-27s who were flying interference for the bombers. Under E-2 control they launched an AIM-54 Phoenix apiece at the fighters and their second at the Backfires that had appeared beyond them. With their own AWG-9 radars freed up, the Tomcats closed to knife fight range with the Sukhois, on the way they took advantage of their Phoenix missiles arrival which had broken up the PLAAF formation, each aircraft weaved to evade the AIM-54s. At 20 miles range the F-14s pickled off their AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles. Seven AIM-54s had found a target as had fourteen of the twenty AMRAAMs launched.
The Backfires launched at 220 miles out, two regiments of bombers carrying two C.802 missiles apiece, releasing as the Tomcats ten Phoenix missiles arrived, and going active whilst the Backfires were at their most vulnerable. The twenty-one survivors turned for home, their wings swept back and afterburners alight.
The F/A-18Ds of the second line detected the Backfires a minute before release; they launched their AIM-54 Phoenix missiles and went to afterburner. At Mach 3.7 the long range Phoenix�s sprinted ahead while the F/A-18s tried to get to within twenty miles to launch their AMRAAMs at the Backfires but were confronted with sixty inbound anti-ship C.802 missiles, flying only at Mach.8 but at a mere eight feet above the waves. The F/A-18D Hornets had no option but to disregard the fleeing Backfires and hunt the sea skimmers. The Phoenix missiles were left to chase the PLAAF bombers, their inertial guidance taking over from the Hornets.
In the CIC the TAO was confused, a Hornet had a visual on a missile and confirmed its extreme low altitude, he did not know of any sea skimming missile with 200+ mile range but he had to move his reserve Tomcat squadron north to deal with leaker�s from this attack. The ships air defence missiles had a maximum range of 90 kilometres; it was common sense to engage any incoming with aircraft at beyond that range.
Despite the GRI�s pessimism, the Tu-160s approach was so far undetected by the E-2 Hawkeye. They passed below a pair of F/A 18D Hornets, completely undetected. All their C.802 missiles were nuclear tipped, they were 110 miles out and would release at the missiles maximum range, 65 miles.
To the north the Americans were wasting effort and materiel on the Backfires C.802s that were never intended to reach the ships, they would fall into the sea a little over a quarter of the way from their release points.
All 9 Sea Harriers were aloft when the AEW Sea King detected the incoming waves of Russian and PRC aircraft. They released their AIM-58s under the AEW Sea Kings control. Thirty-eight Phoenix missiles would have made a hole in the enemy�s numbers, but they no longer had the Tomcats to support them and their eighteen AIM-54s would represent a chip in comparison. HMS Cuchullainn and USS Dry Springs began launching on the incoming aircraft, the Royal Navy PAAMS, principle anti-air missile system�s Aster 30 missile and United States Navy�s SM-2 MR missiles had comparable ranges, reaching out to 90 km. When the threat closed the RN Destroyer would employ Sea Dart and then finally Sea Wolf missiles. The USN Destroyer had ship-launched Sea Sparrow for intermediate range air defence and SM-1 MR missiles for closer to home.
At sixty feet altitude all six Tu-160 bombers released their nuclear tipped C.802 missiles and banked hard as the twelve missiles dropped to 8 ft above the waves and accelerated north.
The Hawkeye detected the twelve inbounds from the south and the AEGIS cruisers and destroyers began launching SM-2 missiles. The two southern most frigates launched SM1 missiles and their Phalanx close-in weapon systems began to look for targets using FLIR, forward looking infrared sensors to pick out the heat given off by the inbounds along with radar.
Nine of the twelve C.802s fell to the SM-2 and 1 air defence missiles.
USS Norwich Falls Phalanx system shredded one of the pair of missiles heading its way, at half a mile out. Its neighbour, USS Timmings was expending 20mm depleted uranium tipped cannon shells at 3000 rounds per minute, the shells tore into the waves, just shy of its target. In the frigates CIC, the personnel watched with growing feelings of horror as the sea skimmer got ever closer. A crewman began to utter a prayer under his breath and reached for his rosary. The Phalanx magazine aboard the newer Norwich Falls held 1550 rounds when full, the Timmings held 989. At 800 yards from the Timmings her Phalanx finally destroyed the missile, her magazine had just 2 rounds remaining. A cheer broke the tension in the Timmings CIC and the TAO had turned to make some relieved comment to a crewman at his elbow. The monitor screens for the exterior cameras went blank. The photonic flash of a nuclear detonation burnt out the Timmings exterior cameras and the eyes of four crewmen looking astern at that moment.
USS Norwich Falls had emptied her 20mm magazine when her target was 500 yards away. Her aluminium hull was breached by the missile that penetrated to just short of the vessels centreline before its 2-kiloton warhead detonated.
Lt Fu Shen was muttering beneath his breath as he waited impatiently for Major Lee to fire or clear. They were engaged in a dogfight with nine Royal Navy Sea Harriers, they outnumbered the enemy by three to one and that was causing the PLAN pilots difficulties. There were too many of the big Sukhois chasing too few targets. The Sea Harriers low speed and greater manoeuvrability had already caused one mid-air collision between PRC aircraft. The young pilot knew that the only way to end this quickly was for them to put distance between the British fighters and then use missiles and the Su-27s superior speed to chop the Sea Harriers from the air, but who was he, just a lowly lieutenant. The British had intercepted them on the way to their air strike on the mixture of USN and RN ships.
Their top CAP of Mig-32s had dropped the ball, being out of position and now were taking their sweet time getting down.
Major Lee was cursing as he struggled to stay above a stall, his HUDs gun-sight flicked to red and he loosed a stream of 23mm cannon at his target, only it was no longer there, the Sea Harrier had broken high right and Major Lee swore aloud, banking to follow. He forgot his air speed until the stall warning sounded in his ears. He was so close! Just a little more� he switched from guns to AA-8 Aphids and listened for the tone, ignoring the stall warning, finger poised� another second and he would have tone. His stomach rose to meet his throat as the aircraft dropped beneath him as he departed controlled flight. Lt Fu Chen looked in frustration at his leaders� antics and dismissed the temptation to take the shot himself, his duty as a wingman was to cover his leader and he dutifully followed him down.
Lt Nikki Pelham also had her hands full at that moment. The Su-27s that had preceded the way for the Backfires had not disengaged when the bombers had, choosing instead to mix it with the USN aviators. The fight here was more evenly matched, parachutes drifted down to the ocean thirteen thousand feet below. The dogfight had started at thirty-six thousand but had gradually lost altitude as dogfights often do. She had lost her wingman, there had been nothing on the radio, he was just gone and not answering her calls for assistance.
She was up against two of the enemy and although she had scored on one with her guns, nothing vital had apparently been hit but she was two up in total, one to an AMRAAM and one to a sidewinder at the start of the fight. She had no idea whether her two AIM-54s had scored and at the moment she had far more important things on her mind. With all the sophisticated equipment at her fingertips, the most important items right now were her RIOs eyes, he was twisting around, calling out the enemy�s whereabouts over the intercom as she tried to shake them off and get into a firing position behind them. She became aware that there were no other aircraft in view and it seemed that only moments ago the air had been filled with machines.
HMS Cuchullainn and the frigate USS Dry Springs were a quarter of a mile apart and racing to rejoin the group at twenty-nine knots apiece. Cuchullainn could manage thirty-six knots but stayed abreast of her partner.
The tows had been cut adrift once the PRC and Russians had committed themselves to the attack. Su-32FN fighter bombers had launched their first salvo of AS-18 anti-ship missiles at 100km out, but both ships had kept the reflectors between themselves and the attackers, relying on their medium and short range missile armament to pick off those missiles not obviously targeted on the decoys. The towed radar reflectors were gone now, torn asunder by anti-ship missiles in the first wave leaving the ships naked but for the helicopters that acted as detached decoys. Aster 30 and SM-2 missiles from the two ships were assisted by those from the Prince of Wales intercepting the second wave but the two ships magazines had fired their last long and medium range missiles. Cuchullainn�s Sea Wolf, short-range missiles were now the only missile cover available to the two ships as the Su-32s closed in. They had released only half of the anti-ship ordnance that they carried.
Alarms sounded aboard John F Kennedy as sensors detected the nuclear detonation eight miles away. On all ships of the group, men prayed as they went about their tasks and braced themselves for the shockwave and against the tilt of the deck as ships heeled hard over, seeking to put their bows toward the storm and presenting the smallest surface area. The danger of collision was high; John F Kennedy could not turn like a frigate.
In CIC the TAO was thrown off his feet as a giant hand slapped the ships huge exposed surface area. The carrier was virtually broadside on to the blast wave and the TAO hit the deck and continued sliding toward a bulkhead as the deck tilted further and further over.
HMS Hood was barely making headway as she closed on the fleeting contact ahead of her. The Russian submarine was deep, well below the Hood�s own crush depth, which meant it could only be an Alpha class attack boat. The Hood�s captain could only speculate as to how the Russian could launch from its present depth. Had his own vessel been able to go so deep, it would take virtually all their reserve air just to get the weapon clear of the tube.
When they had first detected the Alpha, the Hood had slowly risen, using the thermal layer to mask the sound of their outer doors opening before descending again. The Russian was moving with great caution, which meant they knew Hood was in the vicinity. The fleeting contact made for haphazard ranging so Hood again rose above the thermal layer. The Hoods plan was to launch four torpedoes, run them out at slow speed before turning them in toward the target. The Alpha would undoubtedly launch back along the approaching torpedoes heading. If it launched more than one in reply, from that depth, then they obviously had solved the problem of expending too much air reserve whilst firing at extreme depth, a problem not yet cracked by the west. Each torpedo was set to steer toward a different point along the bearing that the Alpha was believed to be on. If it worked, then at least one would detect the target on its passive sensors, indicating as such down the long filament that connected it to the Hood.
�Fire two,� the captain almost whispered.
�Two fired sir.�
�Fire four.�
�Four fired sir.�
�Fire one.�
�One fired sir.�
�Fire three.�
�Three fired sir� all weapons running normally skipper.�
They could not reload the tubes without cutting the wires with which they steered the torpedoes that were running east and slowly diving to 1000 ft.
The forward torpedo room stood by to reload the tubes as the Hood sank below the layer once more, where she could again hear the Russian as he searched for them.
Cuchullainn fired her last Sea Wolf, targeting on the closest of the eighteen missiles rapidly closing on the two ships, they now only had the distant ships missiles for protection along with their own Phalanx �last ditch� systems and chaff dischargers.
Mig-29s had joined in the melee� with the Sea Harriers. A few Su-27s had ditched their bomb loads at the start of the fight, the remainder kept them, using the drag of the ordnance to their advantage as they tried to come to grips with the slower Sea Harriers.
Major Lee led eight of the Flankers from the fight; their A-50 controller now had the Prince of Wales on its screens, beyond the decoying warships. A trail of smoke hung in the air above the main group of ships, marking the plummet of the AEW helicopter that had fallen to a pair of the long-range AA-11 Archer missiles.
Lt Fu Chen looked to the horizon and swallowed hard, a distinctive mushroom shaped cloud climbed toward the stratosphere. Closer to home a violent explosion caught his eye, he was not to know it but it was the Royal Navy Destroyer, HMS Cuchullainn, two
AS-18 missiles had escaped the Phalanx gun above her helicopter hangar and disregarded the clouds of chaff to pop up and dive down near vertically. 640kg of explosives arriving at 285 feet per second tore through the vessel that broke in two, sinking within the hour.
Ahead of Lt Fu Chen�s formation there appeared a frigate, tracers rose at them from machine guns mounted along the side, dirty grey puffs of smoke spotted the path ahead of them from its single turret mounted gun, then he was past. The aircraft split into pairs to single out ships for attention. He ducked as both aircraft to his right exploded, hit by anti-aircraft missiles. He heard Major Lee cry out on the radio and Fu Chen banked to the right as the majors aircraft slowly rolled onto its back and dived into the ocean, its cockpit shredded with the shrapnel of an air-bursting shell. Ahead of the young pilot was the British carrier, far smaller than his own ship. Selecting the FAB-100 bombs he aimed along the ships centreline and as the laser, bomb-aiming system sounded a rapid pulse in his ears, he pickled the four bombs away. He banked right; looking over his shoulder as he did so, determined to watch the fall of his bomb load. Three tall pillars of water straddled the warship and one of smoke and debris rose from its flight deck. Fu Chen was cheering aloud when something sent his aircraft pitching nose upwards and rattling his teeth as his helmeted head was hammered backwards into the seat. His left engine�s fire warning light was lit but there was no light indicating the automatic extinguisher had activated. He shut down the engine and the fire warning light flickered, and then went out.
Finding his aircraft far less responsive than was desirable, Lt Fu Chen took stock and found he had passed beyond the ships. There were no other aircraft in sight and his radio was dead, as was his systems management suite, without it he was in the dark as to what functioned and what did not. The touch-screen instrument that enabled him to see at a glance, the state of his airframe was blank. His HUD showed the current level of his fuel but it was sinking fast and he no longer had the ability see what was broken.
He completed a gentle turn for home, wondering how he was going to land the wounded machine when he got there.
To Lt Nikki Pelham, the dogfight seemed to have lasted hours�, she could not shake the pair of Sukhoi-27 fighters unaided and no one answered her calls for assistance. She had tried to extend but the furthest PLAAF fighter had locked her up and Chubby Checkernovski had thrown up in his mask once they had avoided the AA-8 Aphid that had been loosed at them. The ocean was only a thousand feet below, once less dimension available to her limited list of options. The Su-27s broke, discharging chaff and flares as they pulled high gee�s. Nikki pushed the throttles to zone 5 afterburner, determined to regain some height and banked right to engage the Flanker that had broken to the west.
�Bad guy to the east�s got a missile chasing him!� shouted Chubby. Nikki was fixed on the Flanker ahead of her and didn�t look at what the RIO was watching. She killed the afterburner and the wings swept forward to 50� as the speed bled off. The Tomcats manoeuvre had brought them in on the Flankers port quarter and Nikki got tone from her AIM-9 Sidewinders. The PRC pilot had been attempting to catch whoever had his wingman locked up in a scissors, trying to get into a firing position behind it. The PLAAF fighters wings were swept fully forward as it banked hard, and it was the worst position he could have been in when Nikki called �Fox Two�, announcing she had fired a Sidewinder missile. The PLAAF pilot�s only option was to punch out flares in an attempt to decoy the heat seeking missile and continue his present manoeuvre, rolling away into a dive, but he was out of time and airspeed. The Sidewinder flew straight and true into the Su-27s port engine nacelle and Nikki rolled hard left to avoid the airborne debris.
�There�s a Harrier over there,� Chubby informed her. The sky was devoid of other aircraft as the RN Sea Harrier tucked itself in on her port wing. Glancing across she saw its hard points were bare of ordnance and a cannon shell had left a jagged hole in its starboard wing. Chubby dialled up the Prince of Wales air groups frequency, �Harrier on my wing, this is Cobra One-Six, I owe you a beer fella!�
�Roger Cobra, this is Papa Zero-Two� right now I�d settle for a place to put down, Bravo Charlie has a hole in it and is closed for business at this time.� Bravo Charlie was the Prince of Wales; apparently it had taken damage from the air raid.
�I copy that Papa, are you alone, have the rest of your guys recovered to Alpha Charlie?� Meaning her own ship, the John F Kennedy.
�Cobra, I am not sure that there are any other Papa�s remaining.� The British pilot was calm and matter of fact. Nikki suddenly realised with a start that perhaps they too may be all that remained of their squadron.
�Roger Papa, hold still while we look you over for damage, then follow us home.�
The four Spearfish torpedoes had completed their turn eleven minutes before, approaching the invisible line, somewhere along which the enemy Alpha was still heading. Hoods captain was unconsciously drumming his fingers as he leant against a bulkhead, willing at least one of the weapons to acquire the Alpha on its passive sensors. A crewman handed him a mug of tea and held up the open end of a packet of chocolate digestive biscuits. Nodding his thanks the captain took one and dunked it in the tea, welcoming the distraction as he judged the right moment to remove the biscuit. Too long and the biscuit became soggy and broke off, leaving a soggy mess at the bottom of the mug.
�Still negative on all weapons, skipper,� a voice informed him. Distracted by the speaker, he removed the biscuit which bent limply where it had been immersed, he quickly tried to bite the endangered section but his teeth closed on air, the soggy section dropped back into the tea, splashing his white shirt as it did so.
�Bollocks!� he muttered.
�Run time remaining, please?� he enquired.
�Four and a half minutes on number four, skipper.� That had been the first torpedo launched, after that time the weapon would reach the end of its filament thin wire and be beyond their ability to send steering commands.
The captain took a sip of tea and came to a decision.
�What�s the heading of number four?�
�202 degrees, sir.�
He was going to take a chance and try to provoke the Russian into reacting.
�Change its heading to 340� and go active on number four only.�
�Change heading on number four to heading of three-four-zero degrees and go active on number four only� aye sir.�
He was gambling that the Alpha would be between the furthest torpedoes heading and the second or third torpedoes out of the tubes.
�Skipper� firm fix on Sierra Two Seven, range 9250 yards, bearing 170�, heading 180� speed� Transient! Transient!..torpedo in the water bearing 170�� Sierra Two Seven has launched along number fours bearing� skipper, number three and four have acquired, three has gone active!�
Aboard Gegarin her skipper ordered countermeasures launched and a torpedo launched along the approaching torpedoes heading, seeking the enemy submarine that had launched it. Unlike the Hood, and the rest of the world�s submarine fleets, her torpedoes were launched in a cocoon, to protect it from damage whilst a piston drove it from the tube. The deeper the vessel was the more compressed air was required to launched the torpedo from the tube in the conventional manner and so the piston system allowed it to launch from great depth. Once clear the cocoon was discarded and the weapon sped on its way. Air used to launch the weapon was not vented into the sea behind the torpedo as it left the tube but was released back into the vessel�s reserve through valves.
The Alpha�s power plant drove the single screw to higher revolutions and the deck heeled over as the boat turned hard to port, only to find itself head to head with a second torpedo approaching from a different bearing altogether. More noisemakers were ejected as the Alpha reversed its turn.
Hood�s torpedo number four had been dummied by the first noisemakers, diving through the right hand counter-measure and continued to turn in an attempt to reacquire. Number three also chased a noisemaker and the Gegarin�s captain, on hearing the danger pass, ordered their turn reversed once more, ejecting another pair of noisemakers into their wake.
There were now six counter-measures mimicking the sound of a submarine at high rate of turn and two torpedoes close by, manoeuvring at 60 knots. With their own vessel now at twenty-eight knots it was impossible for the Gegarin�s sonar operators to keep track of where everything was, had they been able then her captain would not have reversed their turn that second time. With only fifteen seconds fuel remaining, torpedo number four detonated against the Alpha�s titanium bow as they met at a closing speed of 88 knots. At a depth of 1600 feet, the dynamic change in air pressure, as the bow disintegrated, ignited the air within the vessel, immolating the crew and detonating the torpedo warheads in her after torpedo room.
Hood immediately reversed course and sprinted away at flank speed for five minutes, using the reverberations as cover, putting distance between herself and the scene that would surely attract attention on the surface.
Once clear the Hood resumed her stalk of the, not too distant carrier groups which had again turned north into the wind to recover its air wings. Hood was almost abeam the lead ships.
Not a problem, thought the captain as he went about amending his original plan of attack.
Blistered paintwork, bent, twisted radio and radar masts, marred the John F Kennedy�s looks. Seawater was drenching her superstructure from sprinklers and hoses, as crewmembers in NBC clothing carried out decontamination drills. One of John F Kennedy�s UH-60 Sea Hawks had lifted off to do a damage assessment and head count, they came up three short, soon to be four.
The frigates USS Timmings and Norwich Falls were gone, disappeared without trace. The destroyer USS Timothy Hughes, had been capsized by the nuclear blast wave, all that remained visible of her was ten feet of charred stern, protruding above the waves. Soon to join them was the Ammunition ship USNS Ponder, AE-59, lying far astern, dead in the water and her superstructure engulfed in flames. Helicopters from the group shuttled the survivors to safety. The group could not expend the time in trying to save her, nor to search for survivors trapped within the hull of the Timothy Hughes.
Admiral C. Dalton, commanding the carrier group, called a meeting of the command staff. The air wing had not yet begun to recover and until new antennas had been jury rigged; the flagship was employing one of the E-2 Hawkeye�s, sat on a decontaminated area of deck as a command and control centre.
�Either way you look at it, we got our butts kicked. Coming north in the hope our satellite Intel would be restored in time to launch a strike at their carriers, the gamble didn�t come off.� He looked at his staff.
�Unless someone has a better idea, we head south at best possible speed?�
There were no dissenters.
�CAG, what state is the air wing in?�
�We lost Bobby Quinn and half of his F-14s, two F/A-18s from the Vipers and four from the Rattlers, we assume they were caught in the blast� ordnance is another issue, apart from what they bring back, and this ships magazine, that�s it. The bulk was aboard the Ponder.�
The TAO interrupted.
�It may not be quite that bad, the Brit Fleet Auxiliary has its inventory of air weapons.�
The CAG frowned.
�What about the Prince of Wales air wing, is there enough to go around?�
TAO waved a message form.
�Prince of Wales took a bomb through the flight deck, fires under control but she�s limited to VTOL operations only, as for her air wing, well� � only two made it, they are in the pattern, recovering here.�
�Okay,� began the CO.
�Keep the Snakes aloft, if I were the other guy I would be recovering airframes and turning them around for a second strike so CAG, get the remainder down and get them turned around also, those that can be.� Turning to the TAO he held a finger up.
�One, replenish the groups air defence stores asap. Two, we need to join with the Prince of Wales and her ships, we are light three AEGIS capable hulls, we need to incorporate hers, the sooner the better.�
With limited communications, the USS John F Kennedy was not aware that HMS Cuchullainn had exploded and sunk, nor too that the USS Dry Springs was sinking, her stern having been blown off.
South-southeast of the island of Komandorskiye Ostrova the Mao was recovering the first of its aircraft. Stood on the bridge, Admiral Li barked a command at his air operations staff
�I want the air wing rearmed as soon as they land, I want a second strike ready as soon as the Russian�s have the post-strike reconnaissance results!� Captain Hong stood at his post quietly, confining himself to the business of running the ship.
�What� is that!� He heard the Admiral demand, pointing aft. The Bridge now had its video monitors functioning and Hong looked at the screens. A dark smoky trail, a half-mile long announced a battle-damaged aircraft on approach.
�The damaged aircraft are landing first, those with wounded aircrew have priority� � The senior air operations officer was explaining.
Cutting him short, the Admiral snapped. �Wave it off!� He rounded on the officer.
�Damaged aircraft will hinder the preparation of a second strike, make them circle� they can land later.�
The operations officer opened his mouth to protest but the Admiral had turned his back on him with the words.
�I will not have my victory jeopardised by your incompetence!�
Lt Fu Cheng had been slated number four in the landing pattern until he and the other damaged aircraft were sent into a holding pattern. One of his squadron mates had been number one in the pattern, losing blood from a thigh wound as he began his approach, Fu Chen watched as the stricken aircraft was waved off, the trail of black smoke continued over the flight deck and then on into the distance. Fu Chen called his fellow pilot over the radio but there was no reply, although he did not know if his malfunctioning radio was transmitting or not at the time.
Captain Hong kept his face impassive as he listened to the young officer calling his friend; the Bridge speaker for that squadron�s channel issued only static in reply. Captain Hong was staring in contempt at his Admirals back when the sound of the first of HMS Hood�s Spearfish announced its arrival.
Six miles ahead, a black and orange fireball arose, marking the spot where a torpedo had found a Zhuhai class frigates magazine.
�Sound of explosion at 308�, Captain!�
The captain had been watching the digital timers displaying the torpedoes run times. In a slight variation of his plan, the Spearfish had been sent curving around to attack from the northeast. The best he had hoped for was his sonar department reporting a flurry of activity as his torpedoes were detected; a hit was a bonus.
The Harpoons were programmed to fly on courses that diverged initially, before flying a zigzag route to their release points, where they would home on the largest targets whilst providing a difficult task of interception to the defenders. He called to his Number One. �Why don�t you do the honours.�
His second in command gave a nod of thanks before giving the commands to launch the anti-ship missiles.
The Admiral had ordered the Mao�s speed cut to the minimum required to recover their aircraft. Captain Hong suspected it was fear rather than prudence that had instigated the order, allowing their escorts to enter the believed danger zone, where a submarine lurked ahead of them.
The first warning they had of the Harpoons approach was thump of the mortars discharging, launching their projectiles high above the ship where they burst apart scattering chaff. The Mao's command centre announced the nature of the threat moments later over the tannoy and Hong ordered the helmsman to turn hard to starboard where they would present a smaller radar profile. Only two of the air wing had been recovered, the remainder went ballistic, seeking protection in altitude from their own sides air defences rather than an unhappy collision with an inbound anti-ship missile.
Unlike the anti-ship missile attack on the Americans and British, the Russian and PRC ships did not have the luxury of several score miles in which to intercept the inbounds, Hood had launched from a mere 9 miles away.
J-Band tracking radars picked up the inbounds, feeding data to the PLAN�s Hongqi-7, air defence missile systems. Yet another stolen invention from the west, where its French inventors called it the Crotale.
Aboard the Russian ships, their Klinok, close-in SAM systems performed the same tasks.
The Harpoons solid boosters provided 660lb of thrust as the missiles bore in at Mach.9. Admiral Li was pounding his fist on the edge of the bridge wing as the leading Harpoons constant course changes steered it through the defending air defence missiles. At last, one defender intercepted it a quarter of a mile from the Mao and Li staggered back in reaction to the two warheads combined detonation. There were still three heading toward the carriers and Li brushed a signaller out of his way as he sought safety below.
With the eighth and last Harpoon away the Hood sprinted east, putting distance, and depth, between the enemy surface ships and herself. She released a communications buoy as she went, its transmissions detailing her attacks on the Alpha and carriers.
Three hours� later, a now debugged satellite surveillance system, downloaded the images of ships heading for the port of Ust�-Kamchatsk. Both carriers had taken a single hit apiece but their bulk had absorbed the damage, it would take more than that to put them on the bottom, they were walking wounded only.
Twenty miles behind them bobbed an orange life raft containing a young Chinese pilot, Lt Fu Chen had punched out of his crippled Flanker as the fuel tanks ran dry, by which time the warships were already departing the area at best speed. The young officer had managed to get ahead of the surface ships before ejecting, confident on his being picked up by a ship or helicopter as they passed by, hailing them from the life raft and releasing distress flares. All the helicopters were on ASW duty, none of the warships or fleet supply vessels had stopped, all had their orders from the Admiral, stop for no man. News of the executions, within minutes of his arrival on the flagship, had made the rounds of the ships under his command and no-one was willing to risk a bullet by disobeying. As the last ship disappeared from sight Fu Chen regarded the empty container of distress flares that he held, he was about to toss it over the side when he decided it may have some future use and he tucked it into a pocket of his flight suit.
�Ah� nu nu!� he shouted at the distant horizon. ��Tits!�� was about the strongest verbal expression of dejection he had left in him.
Texas: 1646hrs, same day.
The first twenty vehicles of the US 5th Armoured Division had already been loaded aboard ships when the order came to take them all off and entrain them again, this time for San Diego and San Francisco.
The first troops of the division had begun their air journey to Europe only to be turned around, brought back and transferred to California bound flights.
All, good, military organisations train regularly, be it in practical, hands on, exercises or TEWTs, tactical exercises without troops. The movement planners had actually solved far worse problems in theoretical exercises, moving trains, planes and ships toward a jungle theatre and then redeploying the whole shebang to invade Antarctica. The about-face they had been presented with was a less taxing scenario, but a logistical frightmare all the same.
Small details fall off the edge of the table at the best of times, the planners had X number of vehicles, stores and personnel that had been Europe bound and they re-routed X to Australia. Amid the catch-all �X� was a �Q� that was overlooked.
Captain Hector Sinclair Obediah Wantage-Ferdoux, 1st Royal Tank Regiment, 1RTR, Officer Commanding the unit known locally as Queen Elizabeth�s Combat Team, had been trying without success to contact the British Military Liaison at the Pentagon. The Pentagon had been evacuated and dispersed and no one was prepared to give the liaison�s new number to a foreigner who sounded like the character �Higgins� in Magnum P.I, and calling from a dockside payphone in Texas. His next attempt had been the British Embassy but that too had been evacuated and no-one was sure where it had been evacuated to. The United Kingdom�s Embassy building at 3100 Massachusetts Avenue had been severely damaged in the nuclear explosion and lay downwind of ground zero. There were no senior embassy staff left in the USA, they and the military attach� had been sharing the same Limo, stopped in traffic at the junction of 3rd Street and Pennsylvania Avenue when the bomb had detonated.
Washington DC was a disaster zone and it would be quite some time until the system reset and lines of communication were restored to something approaching normal.
The only facts that Heck was sure of were that his boys and girls, their equipment and stores, were included in the redeployment. Putting down the telephone he thanked the dock manager and returned to the quayside. There was nothing for them to do at present and he was about to make his way back to the troops. The outer office had a television and CNN was devoting the vast majority of its airtime to the conflict. The pictures on screen of the devastation in the heart of America�s capital were horrifying. Heck had stood in silence, along with others. Nuclear war was a horror no sane person should ever inflict upon humanity; the sense of disbelief in the room was more intense even that displayed when the airliners had flown into the twin towers. At the end of the Washington report there followed an item on the events in the Pacific, including very brief details of a sea battle, more news on that as it becomes available, said the anchor person.
On the quayside there was a Soccer international in progress, it was not following FA rules inasmuch as each side had approximately three times more players than the rules allowed. The score stood at an amazing 23�27 and Great Britain had control of the ball. Sgt Rebecca Hemmings, of the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, flew down the right wing, skilful ball control evident as she beat four US players in a row. Her hair was a wet plastered mop; boots and clothing were squelching water as she ran with the ball at her feet.
In the localised rules of the game being played here on the quayside in Texas, the player responsible for kicking the ball out of play had to fetch it back. If it went in one direction in particular, the player got extremely wet.
The retrieval of the ball from that direction was a cause of much amusement, but for some reason it was also greeted with enthusiasm by the other players and spectators alike, if it had been kicked out of play by a female. Players of both sexes found such feeble excuses as the non-ability to swim, fell on deaf ears. If the offender did not immediately plunge in, they were unceremoniously thrown in after it.
Captain King was stood on the quay watching the game when Heck returned.
�What�s happening?� he asked Heck.
�I couldn�t find out, things are understandably a bit chaotic, I cannot imagine that the situation will improve any time soon, so you may well be stuck with us Tone.�
Daniel nodded.
�Divisional staff are getting a briefing, we may know more then. I just phoned my wife, how about you?�
Heck shook his head.
�No point really, not until I know something. I suppose from your West Coast we could be going about anywhere� opening up a second front in Shanghai or reinforce Taiwan even, though I rather doubt that it is tank country, is it?�
�Mountains and a thin coastal strip, more suited to light infantry and mountain troops.�
�Just as well I joined the for the mystery and adventure, really.�
Daniel offered him a cigarette and they lit up.
�So what made you join the Army, Tone?�
Danny shrugged.
�We lived in Detroit, my Pa, Uncles and older brothers all worked at the plant, making cars, I just wanted something more. Worked hard at school, got to college and joined the Officer Training Corps� on account I was sweet on a girl who was OTC.�
�Is that your wife now?�
�Hell no!� Daniel chuckled, �Turned out I was the wrong gender� if you get my drift?� He looked at Heck.
�How about you?�
�Sorry old man, I don�t much fancy you either� no offence of course?� He paused to watch as a penalty was taken, he didn�t think that the shooter had much hope of getting it past the wall made up of two dozen opposing players.
�It�s a family thing, we all join the regiment, for a few years at least� with the exception of my cousin and great uncle of course.�
�Why of course?� Daniel asked.
�Cousin Armitage is as queer as a coot� but then, he was at Eton, so it�s only to be expected. Great Uncle George, now he didn�t join the regiment on account of being as mad as a box of frogs� ran around naked with his pubic hair on fire rather a lot.�
Daniel was smiling.
�I thought all you guys went to Eton?�
Heck was horrified.
�Lord no� buggered senseless the moment you step through the door, by all accounts. I went to Harrow and then to Cambridge.�
A Humvee arrived, stopping beside the dock office and members of the senior divisional staff appeared from the vehicle.
�Well,� said Daniel.
�We may not find out where we are headed but it�s time to get the show on the road.�
Germany, west of the Wesernitz: 1834hrs, same day
The Yorkshire Yeomanry and Recce Platoon, 1CG, were falling back before the advance of what they now knew to be, forward elements of the 2nd Shock Army.
In front of 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigade were two motor rifle and one armoured division, man for man the Brits were outnumbered 12-1, the story was the same for the French on their right and the Americans on their left. Behind them sat a line of German brigades whom they would pass through to dig in and prepare another line of defence, when the time came. The strategy was to delay the enemy until the heavy convoys arrived with reinforcements from across the Atlantic. Falling back whilst bleeding the invaders as they did so. Colin Probert was just concerned that they were possibly going to be defending Calais by the time the cavalry arrived. He had got about two hours� sleep following stand-to, after which the Royal Engineers had arrived and dug hull-down positions for the QRFs Warrior APCs.
During the early hours�, at the same time as Colin�s patrol had got noisy on the east side of the river, the Czechs had tried something similar on the forward slopes of 1 Company�s position, but at night they were just ambush bait.
The Czechs had tried to recce the location and had been chopped up, some had got away with enough of an idea of where the Forward Line of Troops was and as such the FLOT was likely to come in for some attention very soon.
All the enemy recce units that had been located over the previous two days had left been more or less unmolested, that changed with the news that the main force had crossed the border and the mortar platoons had performed shoot and scoot�s. It was inevitable that the enemy would have learnt something of genuine use to them, but a fair deception plan had been in force. The British had deliberately skirted some areas, hinting at minefields and driven along narrow unmarked lanes in real ones. Dummy positions had been in use, false radio traffic from dummy headquarters, in fact anything to throw the enemy off, even slightly. The Red Army recce troops had noted all of this, but with the coming of the assault their recce troops unwitting usefulness was at an end, and the mortars stonked their positions.
Colin was doing the rounds, ensuring that everyone was set and nothing had been left above ground. Everyone was wearing their NBC suits, but no masks yet. NBC clothing hampers and reduces a man�s effectiveness but without it he is as good as dead if chemical weapons are used. Just because they had not been employed in Belorussia did not mean they would be lucky here. Black rubber gloves, reaching halfway to the elbows were adorned with the soldiers watches, so time could be told without their breaking the integrity of their suits. Clumsy looking over-boots protected their feet, plastic soles and rubberised material formed a barrier to chemicals. Colin often wondered why they were called �NBC suits�, nuclear, biological and chemical protective, because the �Noddy suit� gave the very minimum of protection from radiation and germ warfare agents.
There was sporadic firing from the east and Colin let his boys know what he did, that the Yeomanry, Recce Platoon and the attached anti-tank section was sniping at the lead formation. The helicopter battle had already started and NATO had been in for a nasty shock. Unlike their attack on Belorussia, the Czech and Russian forces they faced here had more up to date rotary kit, Kamov KA-52 �Alligators�, KA-50 �Hocum�s� and Mi-28 �Havocs� that had swept ahead of the ground forces. These one and two seat machines were nothing short of rotary wing fighter aircraft. Their primary target had been the NATO helicopter gunships. The Kamov�s were impervious to most ground fire, titanium armour protected the vitals. The MI-28 Havocs were not quite so well protected, having steel armour plate instead of titanium but you did not want to mess with them either.
CSM Probert was lying at the rear of one of the trenches, talking with its young occupants. He had been asked to adjudicate in a debate, of obvious importance to two soldiers about to see combat for the first time. If you only had an hour to live, which female singer would it be with?
�Okay,� said Colin. �At what level are we talking, holding hands and watching the sunset?�
�Be real sir!� Guardsman Robertson explained.
�One hour left to live out a fantasy� it would have to be in a hot tub,� he decided.
Next to him Guardsman Aldridge was nodding in agreement and added.
�And loads of bottles of crazy juice?� Robertson obviously thought this was an excellent idea too.
Colin smiled.
�All right, you have a hot tub, as much Newcastle Brown Ale as you can drink. Who�s at the head of the running order?
�Katy Perry or Selena Gomez.� Robertson said, looking at his oppo for confirmation and Aldridge nodded rapidly in agreement.
�And you think you are going to get them in the mood with Newcastle Brown?� queried Colin.
�Yeah� why not?� The dashing young romantics from Tyne and Weir answered in unison.
�Come on boys, two fit gorgeous creatures who are used to living in style� ..really?�
They both went into a huddle for a brief discussion before Robertson announced.
�A bottle of sweet white for the winner, then.�
Colin slowly smiled.
�Why not both, why not a threesome� after all, it is your last thirty-six hundred seconds of life?�
�Yeah, wicked!� declared Aldridge.
Both young men were happy now.
�The problem is though� ,� said Colin slowly.
�How are you going to leave a lasting impression in only an hour� I mean, you want to leave them with a good impression, don�t you?�
Satisfied that he had managed to sow confusion in their young minds, he moved on to the next position. He was half way there when he heard the moan of approaching artillery shells.
�Incoming!�
He sprinted the last ten feet and landed amongst the occupants of that trench in a heap.
All shell bursts, bomb bursts, smoke or strange mist are treated the same way. Biological and chemical weapons can be delivered in many ways and artillery is a favourite of the Red Army.
�Gas! Gas! Gas!�
Although the drills state you have to be properly masked up within nine seconds, which was a rather optimistic figure. During the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, British Special Forces came across a Mujahedin ambush in the mountains. Along a ridge was a line of tribesmen, all well camouflaged and already in the aim so as not to alert the enemy by unnecessary movement when they eventually turned up. It was a good site that they had picked, not too obvious, with little cover from fire or from view in the kill zone. It also had a good choice of egress routes for the ambushers. The only trouble was the ambushers were already dead when the enemy came and went unmolested. There were no bulging eyes, no terrible rictus of death with hooked fingers frozen in the act of clawing at throats in an effort to gain one last breath. They had just died, with no warning whatsoever, from a nerve agent sprayed by aircraft upwind of them.
Everywhere, the drill was carried out hurriedly, helmet off, mask on, hood up, buddy-buddy check the seals, helmet back on again. On the outside of their NBC suits, each soldier places sticky-back patches of litmus detector paper, if a chemical comes into contact with it, it will change colour. The section commanders and above had different detector paper, if their paper turns dark green, a nerve agent in vapour form is present. Yellow indicates a nerve agent gas and red is for a blister agent. At least that was what the manual claimed; Colin had personal experience in the Gulf War of the paper turning dark brown and even gold. The simple rule was, if it changes colour� worry!
Their own position received relatively little attention in that first opening barrage, which is more than could be said for the forward slopes, the known and the suspected targets, identified by physical reconnaissance and Elint, electronic Intel in the form of radio direction finding.
The Soviets have long been lovers of rocket artillery from multiple launch tubes, for similar reasons that the Luftwaffe placed sirens on the bottoms of Junkers, Ju-87 Stuka dive-bombers. The banshee shrieks of their imminent arrival tears at the nerves and induces panic. Although not terribly accurate, the warheads pack a punch, as the battalion was to discover. Bm-21 �Grads� scattered their 40x122mm rockets from the backs of lorries, as they followed behind the advance. Further back, Bm-27 �Urgan�s� 220mm loads joined the more modern 9A52-2 �Smerch�s� 300mm rockets, in giving the rear areas their indiscriminate attention.
The trench was dug for two men and not three, Colin bundled the lawful occupants into the covered shelter bay whilst he crouched in the firing bay and waited for the initial barrage of the rear to lighten. He left the trench and crawled back to his own, midway he noticed the detector paper on his left sleeve turn yellow. Chemical attacks come in various forms, �blood agents� will turn your blood to quick drying cement, and �nerve agents� will attack your nervous system, while you are busy thrashing on the ground, your lungs fill with fluid and effectively you drown. Choking agents are heavier than air gases, very effective against entrenched positions, whilst everyone is sheltering from the barrage below ground, the gases flow, seeking the lowest point, pouring unseen into trenches and displacing the breathable air. In short, you either choke to death or get above ground and above the rising level of gas� into the shrapnel filled environment you originally dug the trench to escape.
Colin got back to his own trench where he could see Oz�s eyes behind the respirator screw up in a smile, glad to see his old mate back safe and sound. Colin crawled into the shelter bay where he used a field telephone to send a �Chemrep� to the battalion CP, informing them that chemical weapons were in use.
The QRF were dug in under the trees, making use of their natural cover. To the left was a wide clearing on a gentle slope and to the right, the woods ran down hill to the Muhlsdorf/Liebethal road beside the river.
Colin had finished his report when they came under rather more attention by tube as well as rocket bombardment for a full twenty minutes, which is not long considering a two hour bombardment is considered a light working over according to the Red Army manuals.
As suddenly as it started it finished, and Colin stuck his head over the parapet, giving Oz the thumbs up and they left the trench, separating to check on their boys. In the first two trenches the Guardsmen were okay but shaken, the third trench revealed a lance corporal trying to rouse his mate who was blocking the way out of the shelter bay. Colin helped him pull the still form clear and a quick examination showed a very slightly bloody rent in the man�s NBC suit where a piece of shrapnel from an airburst had found the limb nearest the shelter bay entrance. The wound hadn�t been enough to kill him, it would have been fixed with half a dozen stitches and antibiotics, it was however enough for a chemical blood agent to enter the suit. The blood in the wound was already congealed hard, as it would also be through the arteries to the man�s heart.
Together they pulled him to the far end of the firing bay where Oz joined them, running awkwardly in the rubberised, protective over boot�s. Whatever Oz was about to say was lost in the roar of helicopters. Large, dark shape�s that skimmed the trees, their downdrafts whipped through the branches, causing mini cyclones of whirling leaves, pine needles and the like. Colin craned his neck to identify them.
�Oh, shit� � He broke radio silence, reporting the presence of enemy troop carrying helicopters landing in the clearing to his left.
Two Ka-50 Hokum�s rode shotgun whilst four Mi-8 Hips began to land, troops poured forth, thirty-two from each ran outwards to form a perimeter. Unlike the British troops NBC equipment, these troops wore black and brown protective suits, the fabric of the Russian suits had been rubberised, for a tougher garment, but it retained heat even more than NATO suits.
Some of the Guardsmen were slow to react but soon caught on, fire was put down on the deploying Russian paratroops and a Rarden cannon from a dug-in Warrior APC scored on the furthest helicopter. It was ten feet off the ground, the last to land and still to disgorge its load, black smoke poured from the cargo bay and rents in the engine section. Its fixed undercarriage collapsed as it dropped the remaining distance to terra firma. The next three rounds from the warrior sheared away the tail section and with no negative torque to counter the still spinning main blades, it canted over, digging rotors into the earth that shattered and spun away in lethal shards. The lead helicopter was a mere 150m away but the SA-80s, LSW and even the gimpy�s were failing to penetrate the cockpit. Both pilots sat in plain view of the Guards position, safe behind armoured glass and plate.
The defensive fire had drawn the attention of the paratroops and the Hokums, which hammered 23mm cannon fire into the trees. The Royal Artillery came to the rescue in the form of a Stormer air-defence vehicle; its sensors scanning the 8-14 micron infra-red waveband had tracked the inbounds and had already knocked two troop carriers and an attack helicopter down. It had lost the signatures of the troop carriers as they landed, but the previously fast moving Hokum�s were now locked up and two Starstreak high velocity missiles were fired. The relatively slow moving targets, concentrating on the treeline, exploded in mid-air, one scattered wreckage and burning fuel on paratroopers on the ground, whilst the furthest machine set alight to trees at the north edge of the wood, 600m from Colin.
The forms of enemy soldiers were everywhere in the clearing and Colin dragged the dead Guardsman�s gimpy from the shelter bay, set the bipod legs on the trench parapet and got to work. Oz was lying behind the trench firing and the L/Cpl in the firing bay pulled a box of belted from beneath his dead mate, linking its end to the one already on the weapon. Colin worked rapidly, firing two and three round bursts into anything that moved or looked threatening. Return fire cracked past and overhead as high velocity rounds broke the sound barrier, finding one target as they did so, blood fountained, and a boot kicked Colin hard in the calf, as his young NCO spasmed in the bottom of the trench. He was aware of Oz dropping down next to him, taking over the No.2s role from the now dead L/Cpl. The noise was incredible, but Colin was happier when it increased. The section commanders had gathered the soldiers from trenches too far from the clearing to engage, and led them to where they could.
Despite the protection afforded by the armour plate and armoured glass, the Russian pilots of the lead Mi-8 were shouting at their paratrooper load to get the hell out of the aircraft with a tinge of hysteria in their tones. Ball and tracer rounds were still pebble-dashing the cockpit exterior as they pulled back on the collective and lifted out of the clearing.
The departure of the surviving Mi-8s signalled a hasty attack by the Russians in the clearing. The term �hasty� does not mean ill prepared or even ill advised, it merely indicates the dispensing with, of prepared briefing�s and a formal plan due to the circumstances. The troops in the clearing had found themselves in a distinctly �hot� LZ. The defenders had the initiative and the attackers now sought to take it from them. The paratroops skirmished forward, with half giving covering fire whilst the other half moved. A smoke grenade was thrown toward the trenches in an attempt to deprive the defenders of targets, but the wind blew it back in the paratroopers faces, more of a hindrance than a help.
Oz attached his bayonet to his own rifle before pulling the CSMs bayonet from its scabbard and doing likewise to his rifle, once that was done he resumed spotting for the gimpy.
The paratroopers had guts, braced with a little desperation and did not falter in their skirmishing advance. Despite their casualties and at a whistle blast they rose up and rushed the tree line that the Coldstreamers defended. A good half dozen made for the trench with bayonets fixed.
Colin was aware of an object flying toward them; it hit the piled earth of the bullet catchment area in front of the parapet and bounced over the trench, landing behind them. He released the GPMG and pulled Oz down with him below the level of the parapet. The detonation of the grenade shook the walls of the trench, black smoke and earth swirled as the bayonet and the muzzle of an assault rifle appeared over the lip of the parapet. Colin jumped high, pushing the barrel up as he did so and pulled. He could feel the heat of the barrel through the rubber of the gloves, it was hot but he ignored the pain and pulled hard, causing the owner to stumble forward. Oz raised his rifle for an over the shoulder thrust with the attached bayonet but the paratrooper was quick and kicked out hard, catching the Brit on the side of his helmet and knocking him backwards. It left the Russian off balance and Colin braced a knee against the trenches lip and leant back, pulling the man down in a cloud of dust where Colin ripped off the Russian�s protective respirator. The Russian took a lung full of poisoned air and Colin wrestled the weapon from the now dying paratrooper and thrust it upwards into the groin of another para, who dropped his own weapon to grasp at the sharp blade. Colin tried wrenching it free but the blades wire cutting notch had caught on the pubic bone and Colin squeezed the trigger, blowing the Russian off the weapon and freeing the bayonet once more. Colin could feel the blood pounding in his ears and smell his own fear as he saw another three closing in. Running hard as they fired wildly, two stocky Russian�s vaulted the body as it toppled back. Both thrust down at the Guards CSM.
Oz had recovered enough to get to his knees, aiming from the hip he fired upwards into the nearest soldiers rubber clad face, the man�s head snapped backwards and he toppled into the firing bay on top of him. Colin parried the lunge, batted aside the others bayonet. A large chunk of the trench wall gave way and the Russian landed in the bay next to Colin. Neither man had room to use his weapon and Colin jerked his right knee up toward the others groin but the Russian reacted fast, twisting slightly and taking the blow on the thigh. Colin could hear his own breath magnified within the protective hood that covered his head and ears. Fear and adrenaline coursed through him as he now wrestled with his opponent. He could see nothing of the man except his eyes through the eyepieces of the respirator he wore and he wondered if his own eyes looked as terrified as the others did. The Russian tried to head-butt, seeking to smash the eyepieces of Colin�s respirator with the edge of his helmet. Colin bent slightly, nodded forwards and caught the blow on his own helmet whilst snatching his K-Bar from its inverted sheath on the webbings yoke and stabbed forwards. The blades tip hit the Russians sternum, halting its penetration and both of the Russians rubber-clad hands locked on his wrist, trying to force it away. The dead Coldstreamers body at the bottom end of the firing bay prevented the Russian stepping backwards and Colin threw his own body weight forwards. The Paratrooper was off balance; his feet were wedged against the dead Guardsman and both his knees bent, bending him backwards. Colin now had gravity and momentum on his side and he used his free left hand as a hammer, punching the heel of his palm against the hilt. After a further moment of resistance, the sternum fractured and the blade severed the Russians aorta. Colin watched the eyes widen in horror and he felt bile rise in his own throat. You should never look at the eyes he reminded himself and closed his own as he worked the handle of the knife like a lever, two hands winding it in a circle, maximising the damage.
He was gasping for breath as he straightened, grabbing the last Russians AK-74M and looking about for the next threat. The blow hit him at kidney level, knocking him to his knees as pain shot through his left side. A pair of boots between the shoulder blades knocked him face down. Jumping into the trench on the British soldiers back, the Russian swore, putting his whole weight on the rifle, but the bayonet could not penetrate the steel mug on Colin�s webbing above his left kidney. Oz disentangled himself from the dead Russian who had toppled on top of him and lunged at Colin�s attacker, bayoneting him three times through the back. Oz wondered who was screaming in a mixture of anger and terror, with a start he realised that it was himself. The barrel of the SA-80 rifle he�d wielded was bent, so he tossed it aside, as disgusted with his own emotions as he was with the weapons inadequacy to do its job.
The Guardsmen from the far end of the position had cut down the last of the charging Russians, but there were no wounded amongst the fallen, the concentration of chemical warfare agents still present, had made sure of that.
The treeline on two sides of the clearing now contained British troops. The battalion Quick Reaction Force was dug in on the north side and the battalions defence platoon was starting to appear on the east, despatched from their positions around the battalion CP.
With the helicopters gone, the Russian paratroops furthest from the southern and western edges of the clearing were on a hiding to nowhere. They had been assured the landing zone was undefended. Their mates, about forty in all, had got into the trees where the two surviving officers sought to rally them. Just fifty-four Russian paratroopers remained from the one hundred and twenty eight strong company after only eight minutes of combat.
One of Colin�s Lance Sergeants landed next to the trench in a cloud of dust.
�Air strike sir, get the fuck out!�
They grabbed weapons and scrambled out, leaving the dead and ran to trenches further from the clearing. Seeing them go, the Russians in the clearing saw their chance to escape into cover and join up with the remainder of their force.
Although the infantry do have some regard for their brothers in blue, they were after all, �only the RAF� and therefore lesser beings. It stood to reason that all other services were inferior to the infantry, because if they were any good then they would be there on the ground with rifles in their hands, not mincing about in aeroplanes or boats. Lesser beings have an appalling sense of aim of course, and so the troops on the ground sought to put distance between the intended targets and themselves.
None of the Guardsmen had reached cover when the RAF Tornados screamed overhead. The regimental sergeant major of 1CG was with the defence platoon and had called in the airstrike, describing the target area to the approaching aircraft. Colin and his men dived to the ground as the aircraft passed over them, feeling the thump of exploding munitions transferred through the earth.
Somewhere along the way, Colin�s PRC-351 radio had taken a knock and was now �U.S�, unserviceable. The same L/Sgt, who was now lying next to him, shook his shoulder; his radio was still functioning.
�The Razman say�s the RAF dropped CBUs� none of the bombs are on a delay and he wants any survivors mopped up!�
A CBU can have its bomblets armed to go off all at once or delayed, hindering an enemy further with intermittent explosions throwing shrapnel about the area over a period of time. The RSM, who is sometimes called �The Razman�, providing he is not within earshot at the time, had received this assurance from the RAF. The enemy had to be cleared out from behind the FLOT and from its proximity to battalion headquarters.
Colin left one man in each trench and designated the Warrior nearest the clearing, plus the trench he had left as points of fire for the gimpy�s and took the remainder west through the forest. Oz was not with them, he had been left to command the remainder and when Colin turned his half to face north, the senior of the section commanders was automatically the 2 i/c of this coming little action. Keeping command and control is a skill an infantry commander has to master, the noise and confusion of battle can lead to the unit failing to be just that, a unit, it can become �X� number of individuals and groups fighting toward separate aims. In open country, on a sunny day, it can become difficult to keep control when only blank ammunition is in use. In a forest, where everyone�s senses are degraded by NBC clothing, live ammunition is in use rather than blank and some of the soldiers had seen their first ever dead bodies, it got harder. The British Army had asked until it was blue in the face, for individual radios for every man. They did not need to be long range; in fact short range was preferable, more secure. The US Army had the IC-F3S; it would have been ideal. Unfortunately, new �toys� for the soldiers, didn�t rate very highly next to schemes designed to make the government more popular with cash rich, potential donors.
Command and control this day was achieved in the old fashioned way, by NCOs leading from the rear instead of the front where they should have been. The L/Cpl�s and L/Sgt�s could see the riflemen and Colin as they advanced toward the enemy paratroops, keeping everyone in line of sight.
Infantry battle drills consist of battle preparation, advance to contact with the enemy, reaction to effective enemy fire, locating the enemy, winning the fire-fight, the fight-through and reorganisation. However, they received no effective enemy fire on their advance, the RAF had done a proper job and Colin felt sympathy for the Russian soldiers, they had been brave men but the paratroops they did find were largely in no position to resist. Contrary to the opinion of the infantry on the ground, the airmen were in no way inferior. The nearest bomblet had landed a full 50m from the British positions and their CBUs had decimated the reorganising Russian airborne troops. Only eight had survived the battle at the LZ and subsequent airstrike, and of those eight only one was too brave or too stunned to drop his weapon when challenged. The seven survivors were handed over to the RSM and the defence platoon to deal with while Colin�s men returned to their positions via the clearing, checking the bodies, stripping the equipment and weapons before they could carry out a reorganisation and issue of an ammunition replen of their own.
Part of the battalion�s security was provided by its snipers, nominally a part of the recce platoon in peacetime, two joined each rifle company on operations and the remainder was the COs reserve. Most company�s had at least one sniper in their number and he got to choose his oppo, because snipers always work in pairs, always needed a spotter with more substantial firepower than they carried, riding shotgun.
L/Sgt �Freddie� Laker and Guardsman Stephanski, who was known as either �Big Stef� to his mates, or �Yoyo� on account of the number of times he had been up and down the rank ladder. Stephanski would have done far better in an infantry regiment other than the Brigade of Guards. He had a low tolerance threshold for bullshit. There is a well-known saying in the Guards, �Join the army and see the world� join the Guards and swab the bastard!� swabbing being soldier speak for cleaning. Stephanski had been a full sergeant once upon a time, until one day in Ulster when he and his platoon had returned to their company location in Strabane, Co. Tyrone, after an eighty hour operation. His men where dead on their feet, but on arrival the CSM of that company, CSM Brown, had been waiting for them. The brigade commander was visiting in several hours� and the location had to be swabbed out� on the off chance he should inspect, which he never did.
�Excuse me sir,� Big Stef had said, once the platoon commander had disappeared.
�We start patrolling again in twelve hours�, these men need sleep and I find it difficult to believe the company commander ordered it?�
�He didn�t, I did Sarn�t Stephanski� because I don�t like flash cunts like you, so get cracking!� Stephanski had looked the CSM straight in the eyes.
�You know something Brown� I haven�t seen you shift yer fat arse outside on patrol even once in the last year, so as you are both well rested and no fucking use to man nor beast on account of the yellow stripe down your back� you swab it out!� The platoon members had paused in their journey to the dilapidated caravans that served as barracks. They saw the CSM turn purple with rage and open his mouth to reply, they also saw their platoon sergeant drop him with an upper-cut that broke the CSM�s jaw and follow up with a pile driver to the side of the head.
Stephanski had left the warrant officer out cold on the helipad. �Weapons inspection in thirty minutes, clean �em proper first time, and you get your heads down that much sooner.�
That had led to Stephanski�s first trip to Collie but his boys had got a full ten hours� sleep before starting patrols anew.
North of Lohmen and three hundred yards from the safety of their own lines, Guardsman Stephanski and Lance Sergeant Laker had chosen a culvert beneath the railway line and camouflaged it by partially blocking the side facing the enemy. To even a skilful eye, the cambered bed of grey stones that the tracks rested on looked unthreatening, and only a close examination would discover the tin cans, with both ends removed, that permitted the soldiers to see, and shoot out of. Snipers are a hated breed but there are no cowards in their ranks. They do their job with cold-blooded professionalism, eliminating chains of command, shooting to wound rather than kill, to hinder and demoralise. Unlike their conventional brethren, they had no facility to call in support if they got it wrong and no one to blame but themselves.
When would-be snipers arrive at the School of Infantry, Warminster, it was assumed that they could already outshoot Annie Oakley, even if they had never used a sniper rifle before. The bulk of the course is devoted to fieldcraft and navigation, getting from A to B unseen, making the kill and bugging out. The first time the student got to fire the sniper rifles was a painful learning experience for some. They could be seen sporting sticky plasters or even a stitch or two on an eyebrow. �Snipers eye� was the cause, getting their eye too close to the telescopic sight when they fired and the bare brass edge of the telescope would smack into their brow with the recoil. The final exam was in two practical parts, a stalk along a set route with observers watching for you and just to make it really interesting the observers knew exactly what route you had to use. The other part was a shoot, where the student was given his arc of responsibility, and it would be a big one! He would only get one chance, a three-second exposure of a target, sometime during a one-hour period. An exposure of that short a period meant he would have to stay in the aim, bearing the 15.93lb weight of the heavy weapon in order to be able to snap-shoot� and hit the target when it appeared, hence the name, �The Agony Snap�. Assuming the student passed both tests and had not upset an instructor along the way, thereby failing the attitude test, he got to wear a badge depicting a Lee-Enfield .303 rifle with a letter �S� and the good chance of being tortured and shot out of hand by an enemy if caught. Skills pay does not apply in the infantry.
Today the snipers had the task of watching and reporting on enemy movement, the decision to �go noisy� was left to them as it compromised their position.
One man remained on watch at all times whilst the other rested in the pitch darkness of the hide, waiting for the enemy to appear.
North Pacific: Same time
With all serviceable aircraft having been rearmed and refuelled, the USS John F Kennedy was keeping half of its remaining interceptors aloft and the carrier group running fast to the south. The PRC Xianfeng-7 satellite had passed over ninety-three minutes before and the Jianbing-3 was due past in another hour.
The repositioning of the satellites had been done hurriedly, without allowing a more measured interval of several hours� between passes.
Both sides now had satellite surveillance benefits, but armed with the space commands information on the PRC over-flight times, Admiral C. Dalton believed he had the greater advantage.
Twenty feet below the carriers� bridge lay Flag Ops and it was here that the Admiral laid out his idea for the operations staff.
�The way I see it,� he began.
�Is that we will have a twenty-one hour and twenty-seven minute window of opportunity, once that next Prick flies by.�
He would no longer bother to pronounce the letters P.R.C, to his mind P.R.I.C.K far better described that country.
The CAG and TAO had known the man a long time, getting beat and running away did not sit easily with them either.
�I assume that we are going to turn and attack once the satellite is past, sir?�
The Admiral was nodding.
�Damn straight!� he declared.
�I want to keep the remains of Quinn�s F-14s and the two Sea Harriers aloft as CAP, the rest launch a strike on the reds� what do you think?�
The CAG was silent, doing sums in his head.
�I need to get together with Intel, see what we know about their defences on land?� he said after a few moments.
�I can give an assessment then, sir.�
�Hawkeye�s state that the A-50s egressed after the nuke hit us� we splashed a recon bird half hour after the strike, probably a damage assessment sortie� so as far as I know, there are no other eyes upon us right now,� the TAO put in.
�How long until the group has replenished at sea?� the Admiral enquired.
�Another three hours�, maybe less� provided we don�t get visitors or a sea gets up,� replied TAO.
�Okay, let�s resume in one hour people, get to it.�
Sea Harriers, Papa Zero Two and Zero Seven had been relieved from their three hour CAP and crossed the fantail of the John F Kennedy in trail at a mere 80 knots before settling to the flight deck and following the decks instructions to a parking area. Lt Cmdr. Sandy Cummings and Lt �Donny� Osmond made their way to the towering superstructure, pausing to watch an E2-Sentry trap and the crewmen at work high overhead.
The superstructure was a hive of industry as running repairs were made to the masts. This appeared rather hazardous as buckled lengths of steel were cut away and replaced with straight lengths that were welded into place.
�It rather looks like someone trying to build a skyscraper, starting with the penthouse and leaving the foundations until last,� observed Donny.
Lt Nikki Pelham had been posing beside her Tomcat with its brand new addition of four red stars below the fuselage whilst she and Chubby Checkernovski took turns behind the camera. Nikki had still not heard anything from home as to her family but she was not going to dwell on it. Nikki and Chubby joined the two RN, Fleet Air Arm pilots as they watched the Hawkeye catch the three wire.
�So how do you like being on a real carrier boys?�
�Bloody noisy� they stuck us in the janitors broom cupboard, right below the flight deck. Our little carriers and aircraft are far quieter, if you did this stuff on the �POW� you�d get complaints from the look-outs that it was keeping them awake� I really can�t see it catching on!� Sandy said with a smile, using the abbreviation for HMS Prince of Wales.
�RN aviation is more civilised too, its far more dignified to stop and land, than it is to land and stop� much easier on the hang-over.�
Nikki laughed.
�Sorry boys, the US Navy is dry.�
Donny leant forward conspiratorially.
�Well don�t spread it around, but we have a limited supply of single malt in Mrs Miggins Pie Shoppe� otherwise known as the janitors broom cupboard.�
�How the hell did you get that on board?� asked Chubby.
�He had it stowed aboard the aircraft, just in case he had to land on a tropical island populated by bikini models, bereft of male company.� Sandy explained with a Scottish accent that Nikki found quite appealing.
The conversation was curtailed by the tannoy system called all pilots to a briefing.
�Looks like the opening night may be delayed, ladies and gents. Someone called Baldrick may have thought of a cunning plan!�
�Who?� intoned Nikki and Chubby?
�The faithful manservant of Sir Edmund Blackadder!� Sandy informed them
�Who?�
�As soon as I can get back to the POW and collect my DVD collection, we will have to have a Blackadder night, to start your education in the finer things in life� does your galley have any fresh turnips?�
Germany, west of the Wesernitz: 2214hrs, same day
The pleasant Pine, Sycamore, Oak and Beech forest on the high ground above Muhlsdorf was being reduced to the consistency of matchwood. Almost four hours� of unrestrained artillery bombardment had pounded the earth or stripped trees of their branches and foliage with airbursts.
In his Challenger II, Major Darcy listened to the cacophony of noise outside the tank and wondered how many of his squadron still remained or if they were safe in their dug in revetments. The tank rocked back on its sprockets and red-hot steel rang on its armoured sides from a near miss. The terminal in front of him went blank. The lack of the Ptarmigan data would hamper his command and control even further.
�It�s at this point that one of you is supposed to say For God�s sake� play something they know!� said the major, in an effort to ease the tension.
�If it is all the same to you sir,� said his gunner. �I�ll just sit here quietly and carry on shitting myself.�
All his tanks had a good stock of spare radio antennas to replace any stripped off by the barrage; so far they had been lucky. Half an hour before he had checked his tanks own masts and all had been in order but the view from his vision blocks had been scary, their own piece of ground was no longer as wooded as it had been. The flashes of detonating munitions allowed him to glimpse the battlefield in a way the tanks lo-lite TV did not.
The Coldstream Guards CP was obviously still in business as his headset came to life.
�Hello all stations address group Kilo Hotel, this is Zero� �Wicker Man�, over!� The enemy armoured assault was on the way and the CP had dispensed with the preliminaries of radio checks to the �Sunrays�, commanders of the sub-units which now had to leave their present locations and move forward to their fighting positions.
The Kings Royal Hussars were shown first on the CNRMIS, Combat Net Radio Management Information Systems net diagram for that address group and Darcy answered immediately.
�Tango One Nine, roger� �Wicker Man�� out.� He switched to the squadron net and passed on the instruction to his troop commanders but one failed to answer and there was a pause before that troops sergeant answered in the missing tanks stead. Darcy switched to interphone,
�Driver, take us to our first fighting position, now please,� before calling up C Troops sergeant.
�Hello Tango One Three Bravo this is Tango One Nine. Say condition of Tango One Three Alpha if known, over?�
�Tango One Three Bravo, their turret is only about ten feet from us, over.�
The tank revetments were all at least forty feet apart. An internal explosion triggered by a direct hit, had flung the 24,000kg turret from the tank as it was destroyed. They were at least one down that he knew of and had yet to fire a single shot.
Major Darcy�s driver, Trooper Paul Stott, reversed the vehicle out of the revetment before heading toward their first firing position. Fallen branches and tree trunks at wild angles created an obstacle course for them. The Challenger II had only 0.5m of ground clearance on a solid level surface, and the Russian barrage had created a potential tank trap every few metres.
After 100m Paul judged they should have been approaching the trenches of the Guards in-depth positions but he was having trouble recognising familiar landmarks. The forward slopes were the main targets of the artillery, the area beyond that had been of secondary importance, targeted only to prevent reinforcement. The reverse slope had come off easiest, rocket and tube artillery could not touch it due to the relatively low arc the shells and rockets flew, but mortars toss their bombs high up, 10-25000 feet upwards, to fall almost vertically once they reach the apex of their flight. These munitions, fired from 120mm portable, 240mm towed M240 and 120mm self-propelled 2S9 Anonas had the task of making life awkward on the reverse slopes. The huge M240 bomb earned itself a fearsome reputation in Afghanistan and Chechnya with its alternative charges. Its conventional charges could loft the bomb to 10,000� and engage targets 9,700m away but with its rocket-assisted munitions more than doubled its range to 20,000m, which meant that the massive 240mm bombs screamed down from 25,000� to bury themselves 10 feet in the ground before detonating. The good thing, as far as the Guardsmen were concerned, was that they could only fire one round per minute, needed an eleven man crew and the enemy only had twenty deployed against them.
The troops had been briefed that there would be no counter-battery fire from their side until the enemy committed his tanks and APCs, so they huddled down and took it with varying degrees of success.
If Major Darcy was grumbling about losing a single tank, he should have been a rifleman in the in-depth positions where men had been buried alive by near misses or obliterated by direct hits on their holes. The forward platoons had 10�% casualties whereas the rear platoons and the depth company, No.4, had 25�%. These were just the physical casualties, the number of young men reduced to screaming wrecks was almost equal that although some would snap out of it once the shelling stopped.
Colonel Pol Eskiva, commanding the 22nd (Czech) Motor Rifle Regiment ordered his driver to edge forward toward the treeline where he could better see the ground before them through his night scope. He sat with his legs dangling into the turret of his T-90 main battle tank as he studied the map on his lap in the faint glow of a palm light. The locations of enemy positions and field defences were marked, courtesy of the divisional recce companies.
So far, all was going well, with the exception of the heliborne assault on the enemy headquarters that was thought to be somewhere in the area of the clearing, according to their intelligence. Six troop-carrying Mi-8s and three Ka-50 Hokum attack helicopter had mounted the assault and none had returned. 192 crack airborne troops provided by their Russian brothers, not to mention the air assets, had just gone. It called into doubt the intelligence they had as regards the quality of troops facing them. They were supposed to be part-time soldiers, failed applicants to the regular army and bored bank clerks. What was the term the intelligence officer had used, thought the colonel? Ah yes, �Weekend Cowboys�. He had observed two of their soft skin �jeeps� destroy three tanks and two APCs before they were destroyed themselves and he had stopped for long enough to observe the field police interrogate a wounded young soldier. It had not been an interrogation as far as he could judge; rather the tormenting of a wounded animal, but the man had been defiant to the last, although his wounds were clearly not survivable. A field police Captain had seen him watching and ordered him to drive his tank over the prisoner, unaware of the colonel�s rank. Eskiva had waved back in apparent compliance, if he did not do it they would only order someone else. Once his tank had lined up on the wounded man, with the Captain a scant two feet from soldier, Eskiva had swung around the pintle mounted 7.62mm machine-gun. Directing a burst across the soldiers chest, from left to right and releasing the trigger just short of the Captains feet, causing the arrogant bastard to back-peddle, stumble and land on his arse in the dust.
Speaking an order into the interphone, he had kept the machine-gun pointing casually in the direction of the field policemen as the tank drew alongside them. �Congratulations Captain!� he had said to the furious man. �You have the honour of having been the first field policeman in the history of the Czech Army to have been close enough to hear the gunfire during a battle.� The colonel�s two escorting tanks and command post APCs had also moved forward, boxing in the men on the ground but none seemed to notice, all attention was on the colonel. There had been six field policemen, all armed with sub-machine pistols facing the colonel in the tank turret when the Captain screamed at them to arrest him. The cocking of the two other tanks machine guns caused them to freeze. Climbing from the turret, the colonel pulled a shovel from a tool bin on the side of the vehicle and thrown it to the Captain.
�Bury him,� he had instructed before addressing one of the other tank commanders.
�Remain here to see it is done. The battle has passed us by and there are no witnesses to see you kill them if they disobey, understood?�
His subordinate had nodded and the other tanks and APCs left.
That had been two hours� before and as the colonel watched the British positions receive the bombardment, he put the finishing touches to his plan.
When his third tank had returned its commander had brought him the dead British soldiers effects. They did indeed confirm that the men had civilian occupations and yet had been well trained and courageous. The fact that they had eliminated the Russian Paratroopers and destroyed all the helicopters showed that they were well equipped also, contrary to the intelligence briefings. He discussed this with the lieutenant who had brought them to him but did not ask what had become of the police captain and his men, the fact that the loader was stripping and cleaning the machine-gun said it all. Despite his seniority, they would all have been arrested and shot, after the battle was won of course.
According to his watch he had twenty minutes to the start of the attack, the plough tanks would not lead the way though, he had to trust the recce troops information because the divisional commander was breathing down his neck. In their last conversation he had laid it on thick to the colonel, honour, duty and obedience before slapping him on the back in false bon homme,
�I will let you get back to your men now Colonel, you must be eager for the fight?� He had forced something close to a wolfish grin to his lips whilst thinking to himself what a total and utter arsehole his boss was.
�Nadrz^eny' sir!� eager for it, he said and saluted before leaving but muttering �Zmrd,� beneath his breath.
His first wave would be T-72 MBTs, BTR-80 and BMP APCs with his company of PT-76 amphibious tanks following three hundred metres behind to force the river. The barrage was heavy and continuous, which bothered him, it was as if the lack of counter-battery fire had persuaded the artillery batteries to forgo the standard operating practices, he was willing to bet money that they were not changing location regularly, more pressure from divisional HQ no doubt. The air force was meant to attack periodically during these relocations and although they moved fast they could at least see the enemy position and report back. The continuous shelling meant that would not happen of course, no one would send aircraft into the path of shells.
From what he knew of NATO doctrine, the enemy troops would be hampered by chemical warfare clothing, unlike his own troops. The stocks of chemical warfare shells were limited, many had been destroyed in the post Warsaw Pact period.
Of all the varied types of chemical agents, they all fall into two categories, which can be selected by the commander on the ground. �Persistent�, which linger and deny use of territory to an enemy, and �Non-persistent�, this last type dissipates rapidly but inflicts casualties initially and causes the enemy to suit up, restricting their efficiency. This was the category they had used in the opening barrage and he doubted that the British had unmasked since then, quite frankly he didn�t blame them.
The lack of counter-battery fire worried him too, no doubt NATO had supply problems and limited stocks since the wall had come down, but he thought that they should have made some effort. The same went for their air forces, apart from their attack helicopters; he had seen nothing, no attempt at air superiority or reconnaissance. He had mentioned this to the divisional commander and been told not to look a gift horse in the mouth.
One by one, his companies and attached units reported in that they were on the start lines and he picked up his handset whilst watching the luminous second hand of his watch.
�All stations� go, go, go!�
It took some bottle to drive into the heavier barrage around the forward fighting positions and Major Darcy�s worry was that they would not be able to get hull-down again because of fallen trees across the revetment.
That however was not the problem, but a large tree had fallen at the far end and would prevent them depressing the 120mm main tank gun fully.
Although he would have been prepared to leave the tank to shift obstacles himself, he was not going to call up Engineers to risk themselves in blasting the thing for him. They could not attach tow cables and drag it clear without exposing themselves totally, to enemy fire.
�Corporal Varney, have we got Sabot loaded?� he asked his loader.
�Yes boss, why?�
�There is a damn great tree blocking the far end of the firing position.� He gave it a second or two of thought. �Driver, reverse� � to the loader he said.
�Load HE, let�s try and shift it.�
The Challenger II has three types of armament, a 7.62mm pintle mounted machine-gun is the smallest. To the left of the main armament is an American, Boeing 7.62mm Chain Gun and the main armament is the British Aerospace L30, 120mm rifled Charm 1, gun. Space for ammunition is always a limiting factor for a tank. Britain had foregone the inclusion of smoke rounds years before and also the conventional �cannon shell� with its propellant encased in metal, usually brass. �Bag charges�, propellant contained in fabric, allowed more economic expenditure inasmuch as a single bag would be sufficient in propelling the round in shorter range engagements. It allowed the tank to carry 50 main gun rounds as opposed the US M1 Abrahms 36 if it carried only HESH, high explosive squash head and conventional APFSDS, armour piercing, fin stabilised, discarding sabot rounds which struck the target with a heavy tungsten dart rather than an explosive warhead. Today they carried only 45 rounds, as their load included the expensive DU rounds with its higher length to diameter aspect ratio and metal propellant case, at 36� long it took up a lot of space.
As ordered, Stott removed the tungsten sabot round and replaced it with a HESH round which although referred to as �HE� by the tankies, tank crews, was an anti-armour round. Its explosive charge was smaller than that of artillery HE rounds, as it was in the form of a shaped charge, however it would have to do for now.
�Anyone remember if there are any of our positions nearby?� Darcy asked.
Darcy did not want to injure or add to his own sides danger, they had all visited the fighting positions on foot, for ease of recognition once the muck started flying, but none of the crew ever imagined that it would resemble the present moonscape.
He received negative replies, no one could tell and he could recognise little himself through the viewing blocks.
�HE loaded!� Corporal Stott called out.
Darcy peered ahead, judging for safe distance. Here goes, he told himself as the barrel depressed.
The 22nd (Czech) Motor Rifle Regiment had advanced in good order toward the river below the wooded hill to the north of the town of Lohmen. His right edge of the advance ran along the highway, a forest was the other side of that. Colonel Eskiva, was no farmer, he had no idea what crops were being crushed beneath the tracks and wheels of his regiment. Hedgerows, many hundreds of years old were being destroyed, splintered and crushed as the AFVs advanced. Eskiva was stood upright in his turret, as were all the vehicle commanders in the absence of fire from the British positions. His tanks had communications far inferior to that of NATOs but the reason for using flags as a form of signalling at this moment was security.
NATO had secure encrypted messaging systems, a high-tech email for its passing orders and short-range encrypted radio communications for performing manoeuvres such as this, denying an enemy any electronic warning of their coming. The moon was out tonight, and the flashes from detonating munitions on the wooded slopes ahead looked surreal.
Two loud explosions sounded above the noise of their own artillery�s bombardment and then were joined by secondary explosions as a BTR-80s 30mm and 7.62mm ammunition cooked off. Bringing his scope up he saw a T-72 missing a road wheel and its right track, a full two hundred metres away the APC was self-destructing as its 30mm cannon ammunition exploded in the inferno that had engulfed it, and its occupants.
Eskiva looked down to check his map, this was supposed to be a clear route forward; the mine fields marked by their recce troops were being skirted. He looked up and cursed as more mines went off as his vehicles crossed over them. There was a tearing sound overhead which caused him to look to look up, recognising the sound of many projectiles, travelling east instead of west.
�What the hell else can go wrong?� he said to himself.
In their hide beneath the railway line, Big Stef had been on the gun when the Czech armour had appeared in the distance. Isolated as they were from the rest of the battalion, masking up with the onset of the enemy barrage had increased their sense of vulnerability; they had only each other to rely on, truly on their own. Both snipers had been feeling the effects of nerves since the morning when the Yeomanry and their own recce platoon had returned to friendly lines. They knew how many friendlies were roaming out toward the enemy, the number of vehicles and the troops in them. It had been sobering to watch them return, damaged, without their full complement or with obvious wounded aboard. Some had returned on foot, usually singly or in pairs, but the numbers had been less than had sallied forth several days before. Right until the point that the enemy AFVs had appeared out of the distance, Freddie and Big Stef had hoped to see stragglers whom they knew, but they were disappointed.
They broke radio silence for the first time in three days to give the heads up. Freddie had their Swiftscope spotting telescope to his eye while he sent the contact report. Big Steph had gripped the L96A1 firmly as he used the Schmidt and Bender 6 x 42 telescopic sight to assist in accurately assessing the size of the opposition. Had it been darker he would have replaced the sight with a nightscope, but the magnification was sufficient for their purposes right now. For the past several hours� the ground had vibrated with the shells and rockets that hammered the positions behind them but that was forgotten now as they watched the enemy vanguard draw near.
With the contact report sent the snipers prepared to get noisy and Freddie was spotting for decent targets, i.e. officers.
�Tenth from the left, front rank, antennae tank with a twat waving flags about� must be the company commander, he�s got more antennas than all the rest in that rank,� his voice muffled by the respirator he wore. Big Stef swung the muzzle to the left.
�Got it.� He committed the target to memory and moved on to the next one that Freddie identified.
When the lead company drove straight into the minefield to their front, they gave muted cheers.
�Hellooo� what have we here� Stef, one-o�clock, six-hundred metres, right at the back� could be a big boss, command tank mate!�
Stephanski could not pick it out at first, not until a man in a turret very helpfully picked up a map.
Taking up the first pressure he murmured,
�And you sunshine� can say goodnight� forever.� In the confined space of the hide, the report was like a thunderclap.
In the last company of the regiment, its company commanders torso jerked spastically before sliding down out of sight into the turret through the open hatch. A blood splattered map fluttered away behind the tank and Colonel Eskiva, 75m behind it realised the danger.
�All stations, beware snipers, beware snipers!� he radioed to all his tank commanders before lowering himself down until only his head protruded, stuffing his own map inside his coveralls.
Switching frequencies he reported the current situation to division, giving the approximate location of the minefield but ended the transmission with a mere
�Proceeding,� before changing back to his regimental command net.
All but four of the leading company�s tanks and APCs had struck mines. He may have told division he was proceeding as planned but he had no intention of doing so. To have asked permission to change the axis of advance would have been fruitless, so he got on the regimental net and gave his orders, despite the very real possibility that someone back at division was monitoring this net, he had no choice.
The plough tanks had kept pace with the regiment, to the rear of the command element and they now accelerated, angling left to where his map showed a minefield to be. He already knew that there was a thick field directly ahead where none was supposed to be. Perhaps the British had deceived the recon elements of his army, perhaps not. The orders he gave stopped the regiments advance and turned them left where they would reform into columns behind the tanks with the mine ploughs. The British could not have mined the entire area, indeed they were not supposed to have any mines. Either way, the mobile troops who had harassed them on the way here had to have some means of returning to their lines through safe lanes.
Fifteen miles west of Wunschendorf, lay the field headquarters of the composite NATO division facing this Red Army thrust into Germany.
NATOs forces today bore little resemblance to that of the armies that had faced the Warsaw Pact until the nineties. Not the least of their problems was that of language, with English, French, and German being used, but the commander was a French-Canadian with a German wife, which eased the problem somewhat. Dialect and accent were another matter, when the commander found himself speaking to a native of Newcastle, Belfast or Glasgow. On the occasions that he spoke with some signallers from 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigade, he would interrupt them in mid-unintelligible babble, reverting to Quebecois.
�Se fermer la trappe,� and pass the handset to a Brit with a Gallic shrug. He knew that he was speaking English, he just didn�t know what language the men and women on the other end thought that they were speaking!
The staff had been plotting the location of the enemy�s artillery gun-lines and vehicle concentrations. Due to the high angle of flight of the enemy mortars, two different mobile radars were required to locate mortar, rocket and tube artillery lines. Cymbeline, mortar-locating radar, had detected the flight path of the mortar bombs, and taking two their trajectory�s it plotted the Grid Reference of the enemy base plates.
Phoenix Unmanned Air Vehicle�s (UAVs), small, stealthed aircraft roamed beyond friendly lines. The real time surveillance and target acquisition systems of the surveillance suite�s sent back information via datalink to the ground station that, in turn, transmitted the intelligence gathered directly to artillery command posts. The Phoenix�s Kevlar, glass fibre, carbon reinforced plastics and Nomex honeycomb construction, was kept aloft by 25hp, two stroke flat twin engines. The design made it hard to see with the naked eye, IR, radar or detect it by sound.
The headquarters also received Elint from its teams of mobile troops equipped with MSTAR, a lightweight Pulse Doppler J � Band, all weather radar. Being ground-based, it reached out only 20km but freed up the airborne JSTARS to concentrate beyond that range. MSTAR had the job of detecting helicopters, vehicles, infantry and assisted the artillery observer in detecting the fall of their own shot. The MSTAR electro-luminescent display, shows dead ground relief and targets track history, it also has the ability to superimpose a map grid at 1:50,000 scale, to ease transfer to military maps. All this information had told NATO that the enemy artillery was being very dumb, gambling with its own safety and security in order to deliver a heavier barrage. For the first hour and a half the Red Army guns had relocated after each shoot but since then had remained in place, pounding NATO lines. NATO had several reasons for not using its guns from the outset and fairly low ammunition stocks were one reason. The other was to preserve their guns for the armoured assault against them, first hammering the enemy artillery before dividing the guns to go for headquarters and logistics targets on one hand, and fire support for its troops on the other.
The divisional commander judged that the time was now, time to unleash his gunners and ground-attack aircraft on an enemy grown complacent.
At about the time Colonel Eskiva�s Motor Rifle Regiments lead Company hit the minefield, the NATO guns and MLRS let fly at their counterparts in a TOT shoot, timed over target, so the different calibre shells fired from differing ranges, all arrived at the same moment.
�You missed the bastard, Stef!� The Guardsman looked briefly across at his spotter.
�Maybe I didn�t hit the geezer you were looking at, but I got an officer in an antennae tank.�
Ahead of them the assault ceased its movement directly toward them and turned south, leaving Stef to pick his own targets whilst Freddie reported the change to the battalion CP.
Most of the commanders in the tanks that sported clusters of antennas, marking them as commanders of company�s and above, were now only exposing their heads. It is far easier to see what their commands were doing with the naked eye rather than through viewing blocks. Stef aimed at his next target, allowing for the vehicle speed and aiming slightly ahead. The Czech officer in the tank kept rising up to look around at his vehicles and Stef suddenly noticed that he wore no respirator or chemical protective clothing. He panned the weapon around, none of the enemy in sight was wearing NBC, and the only logical explanation was that they knew the chemicals would have dissipated, they had to have been non-persistent category weapons. Swinging back to the antennae tank he controlled the flow of his breathing, taking in oxygen as he aimed, letting a breath out as he took up the first pressure on the trigger and squeezed at the bottom of the breathing cycle, following through to watch the fall of shot. The company commanders head disappeared in a red mist and Stef shouted to Freddie that the enemy was unmasked and not wearing NBC clothing either. Freddie got back on the radio and Stef paused to listen beyond the walls of their hide, the enemy shelling had ceased.
The cessation of the enemy barrage allowed the British infantry to sort themselves out and in the midst of this came the order to carry out local tests and unmasking drills. CAM L1A1, a hand held monitor was the first step in testing for CW agents that may still be present. It would respond to vapour agents as it searched for nerve, blister, blood and choking agents, its micro-processor flashing up the results on its LCD display. However, there was always the chance that not all the machines were working as advertised so human guinea pigs carried out the second stage.
Across the battalion area, pairs of men were chosen to carry out the drills, take off their respirators and breathe the air of the battlefield, it was at times like these that you find out who your friends are.
Moving out from cover and kneeling, facing each other, those who had drawn the short straw or pissed someone off recently began the business of decontaminating clothing and equipment before the unlucky half unmasked.
Fullers Earth in squeeze bottles and impregnated in bang pads were used with vigour before the mask was removed. The guinea pig had closed his eyes first before letting the outside world into the mask, just enough to take one breath before replacing it. His oppo watched closely for any signs of his mate being effected by chemical warfare agents that may still be present, ready to stab him with an Atropine pen which would combat the chemicals effects whilst also inducing mild belladonna poisoning. The drills progressed to the point where the subject was breathing normally the unfiltered night air and the order was passed to unmask everywhere.
East of the river, in the rear areas of the Red Army assault the NATO barrage arrived with devastating force as conventional shells airburst over, or impacted on the gun-lines and other high value targets. IM�s, improved munitions, broke apart to rain dual purpose improved conventional munitions, small bomblets, down on the target areas.
At the Czech Divisional HQ, the commander had been informed that his lead regiment was no longer advancing towards the enemy but had changed course without permission. He listened for himself on that regiments radio net before summoning the Field Police and ordering Colonel Eskiva�s arrest and summary execution.
Phoenix rather than Elint had located the divisional CP, as the headquarters had three �antennae farms� well removed from the CP, should NATO attack the radiating source of the radio traffic. Elint located the antennae farms but it was the small, remote operated aircraft that carried the cameras and heat sensors which located the camouflaged command post. People walk and leave marks on the earth and turf, and they generate heat.
The Royal Artillery rep for 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigade allocated three MLRS, 227mm basic tactical rockets for the target, which arrived just as the Field Police BTR-80, pulled away. Each thirteen foot long rocket dispensed 644 submunitions from its warhead section, seeding the entire area with fragmentation and shaped-charge munitions. Only 81mm x 38mm in size, the dual purpose submunition performs two tasks on detonation, firstly the high explosive packed around the inverted copper cone at the business end detonates, transforming the copper cone into a white hot slug moving at supersonic speed in the direction of the explosive blast. On contact with the armour of the target it burns its way down into the armour plate, melting it as it goes. On the inside of the target a blister forms, red-hot metal contained by a thin skin of rapidly heating steel. The blister is burst by the white hot copper slug it enters the targets interior and the molten steel of the blister scatters throughout the interior, igniting anything flammable, including body fats. Whilst this process is under way, the outer casing of the submunition acts like an anti-personnel grenade�s casing, fragmenting into over seven hundred shards of steel that scythe out to 4m.
Two of these submunitions struck the roof of the armoured personnel carrier on its way to the front to arrest the lead regiments� commander. The armour plating on the top of the BTR was less than an inch thick, less than a quarter of the thickness that the submunition was capable of penetrating and in less than half a second after impact, the BTR disintegrated.
Following the almost simultaneous detonation of one thousand nine hundred and thirty two submunitions, in an area just the size of three football fields, a strange eerie silence fell upon that area of the forest, broken only by the crackle of flames.
A total of three rounds had been needed to restore the hull-down revetments previous arcs of fire before Major Darcy�s Challenger had been able to enter the fighting position. The tanks secure messaging terminal, Ptarmigan, had gone down during the enemy barrage but they had managed to reboot the system and Darcy could see how his tank squadron fared. Apart from the loss of a troop commanders tank they were all there but two had damaged fire control computers, which needed replacing. One tank had thrown a track enroute to its firing position but the rest of its troop would cover its arcs of responsibility until it made it up to them.
They could only depress their main guns by 10 degrees so they had to start killing enemy vehicles at maximum range for the sabots at 3500m.
The Czech vehicles showed up clearly in the gun sights of the British tanks on the high ground, the heat generated by the tanks, the APCs and air-defence vehicles gave off signatures that identified them by type. Darcy was not entirely sure what the enemy formation was doing, or intended at that moment as they were moving across his front from left to right. They had apparently hit a minefield but he had missed what had gone on before, due to his own tanks slow, cautious move to the firing positions. His laser rangefinder showed the first two enemy company�s, now moving in parallel columns, were both with range and he was preparing to engage them when the Guards CO called him up personally. The CO explained that although his Milan teams and infantry were moving up to occupy positions on the top and forward slopes, his men had taken a beating in the artillery bombardment and he was even more reliant on the tanks main guns. Darcy had not seen a living soul in the move from the rear, let alone anything that resembled a trench. Okay he thought, let�s get to work and called up his troop commanders, instructing them to prioritise antennae tanks and Anti-Aircraft Artillery vehicles, before long the NATO fighter-bombers and choppers would be over the battlefield, they were not to commence firing until his command. His eyes were fixed to the sight and he used the manual commanders over-ride to search for the first target, his job was to provide command and control for the squadron, not have fun but this first kill was going to be his.
�Target� ..� AA vehicle� Gaskin,� a SA-9 missile system mounted on a four-wheel BTR chassis with radar mast and reloads in racks down the vehicles sides. He depressed the rangefinder button with his thumb, glanced at the figures displayed before continuing, �Range, three thousand one hundred, centre of second column� HE.� They already had a HESH round in the breech and the loader immediately called out.
�Loaded!� as he pulled across the safety gate. Standing behind the breach of the 120mm gun as it fired would cause massive crush injuries as the gun recoiled. After loading the required round the loader had to step to the side and close the low gate, if the gate wasn�t closed, the weapon would not fire.
�Firing!� Darcy stated, and the Challenger rocked back as the 120mm gun sent the round streaking eastwards.
The last time Darcy had fired a weapon in anger had been during the Gulf War and he smiled in satisfaction as the Czech AA vehicle exploded violently, its own anti-aircraft missile warheads and solid fuel in the motors made a spectacular firework display. He released the override and instructed the gunner to carry on, and got on with his own job of controlling the fight.
When the lead division�s headquarters went off the air the Corps headquarters dispatched a flight of helicopters to investigate. With a key link in the chain removed the formation that was already engaged had no access to artillery fire support or close air support. The plan had been to assault and overrun the NATO forces on the promontory before driving between the flanking units, just to its rear, and then splitting to drive north and south, rolling them up and creating a gap for the main manoeuvre unit. That unit was a tank division equipped with the best and the latest equipment available to them. Plan B was to drive either side with two more divisions in order to achieve the desired breakthrough.
The division�s towed artillery assets had taken 77�% losses in just five minutes of bombardment by NATO, the SP, self-propelled guns crews had the protection of armour, they lost 46�%. The towed artillery had more surviving equipment than they had crews, airburst, ground burst AP munitions and bodies don�t mix well.
The Staff officer who arrived at the remains of the divisional CP spent little time there, there was no point. 100�% casualties had been inflicted on men and equipment. It took only another ten minutes touring the divisions area by helicopter for him to report that the division was combat ineffective owing to the destruction of the command and artillery support elements. After making his report he contacted the four regimental commanders, only one was in contact and the two motor rifle regiments on its flank and the tank regiment in reserve were still in cover, awaiting orders. He called up the lead regiment again for a full sitrep and Colonel Eskiva decided he had no choice but to inform him of his change of axis and the reason. The Staff officer accepted Eskiva�s decision without question, if he assumed the late div commander had ok�d it he made no comment. On his next call to the corps HQ he recommended that the next division, five miles back take over command and control of the present attacks tank and motor rifle regiments. It would need to move up rapidly, giving priority of road movement to its artillery units whilst the air force pull out all the stops in close air support to make up for the currently absent artillery support.
The Staff officer then directed the pilots to take them west, toward the battlefield so that he could observe the attack first hand. The corps commander accepted his subordinate�s recommendations, the man was a talented soldier, and destined for higher things and his commander did not question his judgement.
Colonel Eskiva�s regiment was taking casualties from the high ground, initially from tank guns but now anti-tank missiles were starting to be used against him also as his company columns finished forming behind the plough tanks.
Most of his tanks were T-72s and T-90s, cheap export versions of the superior T-80. Whereas the Russians had stolen the self-stabilising gun and Chobham armour from the British, by way of taking apart a Shah tank and copying it, after the overthrow of the Shah of Iran, it was the best tank in the inventory. The T-90 was an under-powered MBT, lacking the armour and reliable main tank gun of the T-80, but the gun was self-stabilising.
Dismounting some of his Sagger, ATGW, anti-tank, guided weapons crews and 120mm mortars, he used them and a company of T-90s to concentrate on fire suppression. The tanks would stay on the move, thereby providing harder targets for the British whilst the Mortar and Sagger crews fired from cover.
He expected the enemy air force to appear at any time and he withdrew half of his AA vehicles, those with IR targeting capabilities back to the tree line, where they could fire from cover. His ace in the hole was six ZSU-2S62S6 Tungushkas, if NATO feared the ZSU-23-4 and 57-2, then they would loathe these. The vehicle�s had passive radar guidance and IR tracking for its twin 30mm cannons and 8 SA-10 anti-aircraft missiles.
After 300m without a single mine going off, the colonel was considering on taking a gamble when artillery started to burst around the head of the regiment, seeking to knock out the tanks with the mine ploughs. That decided it for him, he ordered his companies to bypass the plough tanks and proceed straight ahead for another 1000m before wheeling right and making for their original intended crossing point on the river where they would revert to the plan as first briefed. He looked up at the sky for NATO aircraft before ducking swiftly into the turret as one of his escorting tanks blew up after being hit by a sabot round fire from the hill. He looked briefly at the map with its carefully marked minefields and tossed it out of the open hatch, he knew what NATO had done and he now had to close with them, get too close for them to be able to use their artillery and air power.
Coming in from the northeast were five Czech Air Force, Su-17M4 Fitters that had survived an ambush by NATO fighters. The elderly but still effective aircraft were more suited to bombing than dog fighting, and at the moment they were hungry for payback for their seven comrades, swatted from the sky by NATO. The aircraft hugged the ground, trusting in their terrain following radar as they wove their way along undulating valleys towards the battle. Overhead, the clouds were moving in also, thick and threatening with the promise of heavy rain. By the time the Sukhois reached the scene of the conflict, they would have masked the moon for the rest of the night.
When the positions were first being prepared, Lt Col Hupperd-Lowe had ordered three sets of landlines laid between the battalion CP and his companies CPs. It had seriously pissed off his signals platoon who had the time consuming and backbreaking task of line laying between the locations, not once but three times. The CO was well aware that the enemy would be listening for radio transmissions, for their intelligence content, frequencies and to DF, radio direction find the source of the transmissions. He needed to communicate at all time and the field telephone was the most secure method.
He had lost contact with 1 Company, on the right after two hours� of solid bombardment by the massed artillery across the way. There were lines bypassing each company CP, creating a network with built in redundancy, should a CP be taken out. He had ordered a signaller to contact them via 2 Company but they had no joy there either.
The silencing of the enemy guns had given him the first chance in four hours� to see what had happened to his beloved battalion and he judged it safe to break radio silence, 1 Company CP was alive, well and still in business.
The snipers report had instigated the local NBC testing and once the result was arrived at he left the battalion in the hands of the 2 i/c and took an infantry section from the defence platoon with him as he went forward.
Both rifle companies had already moved men up, to the forward slopes where they could put direct fire down on anyone wishing to force a river crossing. The CO went there first, to judge the morale and resolve of the Guardsmen and he was in for a rude shock, plenty still had fight in them but there were faces he knew well, that were missing. He counted himself fortunate that only seven were too shocked to fight, he dealt with them firmly but kindly, he had been well to the rear, away from the most intense shelling, he was not going to judge a man for failing what he himself had not yet endured.
The Tanks and artillery were already striking at the Czech regiment across the river when he made his way to 2 Company�s CP, his stop was brief because the company commander had his own fight coming up, so after encouraging words he left them to it.
1 Company had its signallers out looking for the breaks in the landlines and their OC wanted them fixed PDQ before the enemy artillery started again. Guardsman Morgan was not the world�s greatest soldier, granted that he could talk a good fight, looked good in his �glory order�, bearskin, scarlet tunic, tweeds, etc. and always looked busy when he was being watched, but he became a signaller to avoid getting shot at as frequently as he would do in a rifle company.
The method for finding breaks is to carry a field telephone and follow the wire, stopping every 25m to call in until either no one answers or the station at the end of the line does. Once that happens you back track 12m and try again, moving back and forth, shorter and shorter distances until the break is found. It�s a tedious process at the best of times, but tonight atop the hill that now looked like a moonscape, it was hard going and bloody difficult. The four regimental signallers split up, dividing the workload in order to get it done as fast as possible, feeling their way along the wires in the dark.
Morgan could hear aircraft over the crack of tank guns, they were NATO aircraft but he didn�t care, he just wanted to get back below ground into the safety of the CP bunker. His heart was beating and his hands shook as he traced the wire he was following, under, over and around broken, splintered trees and cratered earth.
Without the benefit of night viewing aids of the quality their enemies had, Colonel Eskiva could see that his units� accuracy was suffering when the moon disappeared, so he ordered his dismounted mortarmen to put up para-illumination rounds. NATO could already see them so he wasn�t giving much away by employing a double-edge tool.
As the enemy assault grew closer it became more difficult for Major Darcy�s tank to engage them, the barrel was depressed to its maximum and undergrowth on the slope was further hindering their efforts. The enemy had changed direction yet again and where now heading for the river at an oblique angle, heading straight for them. He ordered his driver to reverse out of the position and proceed to another over to the left. It meant exposing themselves, briefly skylined for about 40m but the clouds had blocked out the moon and the only light was across the river, provided by burning enemy tracks. He had, however, forgotten to take into consideration that the route was littered with obstacles and would have to be negotiated slowly.
Back across the river, in the hide beneath the railway, Big Stef and Freddie were getting frustrated too. Until the clouds had arrived Stef had fired almost continuously, as the litter of empty cases on the floor of the hide attested. He worked the bolt back and forth, sighted once more and fired yet again, with something like a 75�% kill rate. Most of the tank commanders were out of sight, having buttoned up the tanks and others raised their heads only rarely, never more than shoulder high above the hatch either. The Challengers and Milan crews were making the Czech�s for every yard they approached and the snipers targets were now mainly the survivors of knocked out tanks and APCs. They ignored the obviously injured crewmen and infantry, taking out the healthy ones who would be put straight back into the fray in replacement vehicles once this battle was done. There were exceptions however, and twice Freddie had looked across at Big Stef as he had ignored the targets he�d identified, to shoot a different one entirely. Freddie made no comment about the wasted ammunition though, because he too would probably want someone, friend or foes to end his suffering if he emerged from a wrecked vehicle as a human torch. They had reported the withdrawal of AA vehicles back into the trees, but could not pinpoint the present positions, so artillery was landing in the trees in a �best guess� sort of fashion. The loss of the moonlight would require switching the present sight with the nightscope, which was less accurate. Reluctant to do so unless as a last resort, Stef peered through the sight, seeking an opportunity whilst Freddie tried to identify a target with his MIRAS sight that his oppo could see to shoot at.
As the para-illum rounds bursts overhead the hilltop and plain were bathed in a combined total of two million candle power of light, from gently undulating flares that floated earthwards beneath small parachutes.
Colonel Eskiva saw the Challenger II on the skyline and shouted the target indication into the interphone. As the turret turned and barrel raised, he saw a Sagger crew hunched down in a ditch, squinting against the glare for a target but had not apparently seen the British tank. Leaning across the turret's coaming, he shouted at the top of his voice to them, pointing as he did so and two weapons fired at exactly the same instant, one was 7.62 calibre, the other was 125mm.
One the hillside Major Darcy was on the Guards battalion CP net giving a sitrep and didn�t hear gunners exclamation of
�Oh fuck� we�re for it now!� as he saw night turn to day outside.
In Colonel Eskiva�s T-90, the 1A45T, automatic fire-control system ordered the carousel automatic loader to retract and the gunner took over. The smoothbore gun recoiled as it sent a discarding sabot round at the exposed British tank that was picking its way around splintered tree trunks.
Fluids do not take kindly to compression if they are confined inside a sealed vessel, such as a skull. The sonic shock wave that preceded the bullet into Eskiva�s open mouth had already folded back the colonels tongue, forcing it down his throat with such force it tore off at the root. As the bullet itself entered the skull through the top of the colonels mouth, the accompanying shockwave forced the fluids and soft tissue away, displacing it as a boulder would if dropped into a pond. There was nowhere for the displaced matter to go and the fluid refused to be compressed, so something had to give. The colonels skull came apart and his eyeballs burst outwards from their sockets. It all happened in less than a thousandth of a second and the colonel did not even know he was dead.
On the hill the majors tank was struck on its right side, on the turret ring, the joint where turret meets chassis. The depleted uranium tip was ten times denser than water and not even the Chobham armour of the British tank slowed it. The energy created by the impact turned the armour plate molten, and the round passed through into the interior of the turret, decapitating Darcy�s gunner and instantly raising the inside temperature to 560� centigrade. The flash point for the propellant inside the British tanks bag charges was considerably less than the furnace like temperature of the turret and they exploded, setting off the stored HESH warheads as they did so. If Colonel Eskiva�s gunner hadn�t been staring at the ruined head of his colonel, whose still twitching body had tumbled back into the turrets interior, he would have seen the Challengers turret part company with the chassis, spinning end over end, down the hill and into the river with a huge splash.
Guardsman Morgan had grown anxious to the point of desperation as the return fire from the Czech�s indicated how much closer they were. He had lost the telephone cable he had been following and could not find it again in the pitch dark, nor could he find his small torch, with its tiny aperture, made smaller still by strategically applied masking tape. Cursing and shaking he was close to panic as he pulled a chemical light stick from a map pocket. He fumbled with the wrapping until he got the thing out and bent it at the middle, breaking the glass tube inside the plastic casing, allowing the chemicals inside to mix.
Lt Col Hupperd-Lowe and his nine strong escort were feeling their way through the darkness towards 1 Company�s headquarters CP when the colonel saw a bright green, fluorescent light suddenly appear. Recognising it for what it was he was almost speechless with rage, not fifty metres from the CP some idiot was showing a naked light, a sodding bright one at that and he made towards it, shouting as he went.
The Czech Su-17s reached the valley but could not raise the regimental commander of the attacking unit on the radio. They could see firing and knew roughly what ground the enemy held but no more. The leader of the formation cursed as a Starstreak missile slammed into one of their number, sending it into the earth in a pillar of flame. Quite suddenly there appeared directly ahead on the top of the enemy hill a bright light. It was not a big light but in the pitched dark on top of the hill it acted like a beacon of bright green. He could see no future, quite literally, in hanging around without some instruction from the ground forces as to where they should place their ordnance, so he called the other three aircraft and ordered them to dump their loads on the light ahead before egressing the area on burner.
Guardsman Morgan was gaping at his furious commanding officer when the first of eight canisters of napalm hit the ground and burst open twelve feet away, engulfing him, the CO and the entire section in flame. He did not die an easy death, none of them did. As the �Fitters� turned hard for home the last two canisters landed atop 1 Company's CP, tearing a gaping hole in the command and control ability of half the battalion�s area of responsibility.
Coming in low and fast under control of the RAF forward observer on the ground, two pairs of RAF Tornado GR4s approached on different bearings in order to make the job of the enemy AAA harder. The first pair was tooled up with HARMs for the AAA radars and the second pair with Brimstone, anti-armour missiles. Five minutes behind them were another two pairs; these carried one HARM apiece amid their anti-armour ordnance.
The first four split ten miles out; their paths would converge over the ruined crops of the fields just east of the Guards position, but separated by several seconds. If any arrived too soon they risked a mid-air collision or damage from ordnance dropped by the aircraft preceding them. If they arrived too late, then the shock effect would be lost and the AAA that much more ready for them.
The first Tornado located targets for its four HARMs whilst still several minutes out and west of the river, popping up for a look-see its threat panel lit up, the enemy saw them too. It broke their locks by descending again and once the panel was clear it turned hard right toward the river, keeping a low hill between itself and the action. The Tornado was low when it reappeared, pulling four G�s in a hard left turn to follow the river north and pickling off anti-radiation missiles as it did so.
Just inside the woodline to the east, three heat seeking, ground to air missiles leapt from launchers and 30mm cannon reached out for the British bomber.
All four HARMs scored on ZSU-23-4 and Strela-1, SA-9 vehicles but the Tornado took a 30mm cannon shell through its vertical stabiliser which did not explode, as it punched out chaff and flares. The air in front of the aircraft seemed to be filled with tracer, all coming straight at the cockpit and the �missile launch� warning was constant. The flares that the aircraft�s threat suite automatically discharged were enough to defeat the missiles fired at them, it was the tracer and subsequent loud impact behind him that caused the young pilot to break left, flying straight into the hillside that was being fought over, at 600 knots indicated speed above ground.
The last aircraft of the four scored kills on armoured vehicles with all its weapons and chose to turn east to egress, banking on the ground to air missiles in the wood line having poor head-on engagement abilities. Both crew members chuckled with relief at escaping the conflict unscathed but neither man saw what killed them, as they collided in mid-air with one of the first wave of four regiments of Su-25 attack aircraft, inbound to pound the NATO mechanised brigade across the river.
From his vantage point, just behind a row of trees in the elevated rear seat of Mi-28A/N Havoc, the Czech staff officer utilised the two-seaters surveillance TV system to watch the battle. He became aware of the colonels death when he noticed that the regimental commander�s voice was now absent from the airwaves. Switching frequencies he assumed command of the battered regiment, giving brief orders before switching back to the Corps frequency where he spoke directly with the Corps commander, logically arguing his point. After three minutes he changed back once more to urge those commanding the companies to begin the forced crossing of the Wesernitz.
The 2 i/c of the 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards was unaware that he was now the boss. A heavy air attack was underway, the commander of the attached tank squadron was not answering calls and he had now lost radio communications with 1 Company�s command post as well as the landline link. In short, he was very, very busy.
It took fifteen minutes for a runner from 3 Platoon to establish what had happened to their company headquarters and contact the battalion CP direct, by which time the platoon in the hamlet opposite Barraute reported enemy dismounted infantry clearing the buildings on the east bank and heading for the bridge. The 2 i/c had hoped that the enemy would try to cross it at speed, using vehicles but that was not the way it looked. Rather than have the enemy infantry start ripping out wires from the demolition charges, he gave the nod to the engineers to blow it now.
Freddie and Big Stef were now staring at burning armoured fighting vehicles and the wreckage of fighter bombers, British and Czech that littered the fields before them. Only three of the eight Tornados had escaped unscathed and these accompanied two damaged aircraft westward.
The Guardsmen decided it was time to bug out and rejoin friendly lines, quitting the hide they breathed fresh air for the first time in days, wrinkling their noses in disgust at the flavour of death it carried from the battlefield. They had recce�d a fordable point on the move-in and this was clear of the enemy, who were north of them now and had crossed the railway to begin the assault of the river. As they reached the bank they heard the sound of engines from behind them, emerging from the eastern treeline as the remainder of the enemy division advanced. The flanking motor rifle regiments were aiming either side of the Guards positions, heading for the Light Infantry to the north and Argyll�s to the south of the promontory.
Although 1CG now only faced a formation half the size it had been when it began, they were not out of the woods by any means. By the time the amphibious PT-76 tanks and APCs would reach the crest, the divisions tank regiment, 5th Tanks, would be half way across the fields, following in the late Colonel Eskiva�s footsteps. The dead Guards COs intention to hold for 24hrs at the very least was starting to look very optimistic indeed.
With the loss of their company command post the platoon commander of No.3 Platoon took command of the 1 Company, as the senior officer. Unintentionally, the Czech�s had crossed the river at the juncture of 1 and 2 Company�s real estate, which presented the young lieutenant with the prospect of trying to deal with two assaults on each flank of his company�s front. After a quick call to the battalion CP for the ok, he liaised with 2 Company and passed control of the right flank platoon to them before calling in fire missions on the east where his own platoon was engaged in a fierce fire-fight with the enemy troops in the town.
The anti-tank section moved forward into the copse opposite the fordable section of river below the town where it was joined by two Yeomanry rovers with their Milan posts.
Across the river the Czech commander of the 23rd MRR facing them, was fairly certain that the main British resistance was on the high ground to the south of him and only infantry held the hamlet across the river. The bridge had been blown but he was not unduly put-out by this, the original crossing of the river in years gone by was the wide ford that still existed to the south side of the bridge. His problem was the lack of artillery support as the following division was still road marching forward and the air support was in exclusive use against the high ground, attempting to make up for the lack of artillery, which would normally �shoot them in� to the target with a rolling barrage. The T-72 and T-90s of his lead company would remain on the east bank to provide direct fire support but they were not to expose themselves until all the companies AFVs were in position and about to cross the start line.
Back at the centre of the battalion line, the Challenger IIs of the Royal Hussars could no longer depress their gun barrels enough to engage the tanks and APCs which were now moving down the river bank to begin their assault. They were instead engaging the follow-on tank regiment at extreme range, leaving the closer enemies to the infantry Milan and LAW-80 teams of the Guards.
The Czech 21st Motor Rifle Regiment, to the south of the Guards hill had just begun to emerge from the eastern treeline and orient itself to charge across the flood plain, at the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders regular battalion in its defence positions to the Guards right rear. They were too far off for the Hussars tank guns but the lieutenant who had inherited the squadron contacted the Argyll�s CP to warn them that trouble was a-comin�.
Major Sinclair, the Coldstream Guards 2 i/c, did not have time to send anyone to look for the missing commanding officer and his infantry section escort. The CO was old enough and ugly enough to look after himself, he reasoned, and got on with fighting the battle in his absence, ordering the Hussars to despatch a troop to cover the old road that ran from the, now blown bridge, diagonally through the battalion area to their right rear. At present only a platoon from 3 Company and CSM Probert�s quick reaction force was covering it, should the enemy break through at the ford. Although the Hussar squadron attached to the Light Infantry were waiting for the enemy armour to enter the fields in front of their positions, their Challengers guns would be useless if the enemy swung south into the trees behind his own battalion, on clearing the ford. Only one tank reached the desired location though as the other two threw tracks.
In the copse near the ford, the anti-tank section was watching the build-up of armour across the river. They could not see the vehicles of the 23rd MRRs lead unit as they were forming up out of sight, but they knew where they were by looking through their thermal sights. The unoccupied buildings were all cold with no inhabitants to warm them, but the vehicles exhausts and sundry heat sources warmed the brick work on the exterior walls near the tanks and APCs, these showed up in white on their sights. The damage inflicted on the Tornados by the AAA vehicles in the far woods made the RAF reluctant, to send more to run the gauntlet until their threat had been minimised, if not destroyed. Tube artillery had been firing blind at the AAA in the woods, with little effect so it now switched the small town beside the river in the north, a young lance sergeant calling in the fire.
�Hello Zero Delta, this is India Six One Charlie� fire mission, over!� With the loss of the 1 Company CP he was forced to change to the battalion net to call down the artillery.
�Zero Delta, send over.�
�India Six One Charlie, shoot Delta Foxtrot One Nine now, over.�
�Zero Delta� wait out!� The business of calling in the mission was speeded by the pre-arranged DF plan.
There was a delay of over a minute before the artillery rep at the battalion CP confirmed the mission with a brief, �Hello India Six One Delta� shot One four five, over,� meaning that the first rounds were on the way, arrival time in forty-five seconds. This information is important, because had the unit requesting the mission been in direct combat with the target, the shells would arrive when friendly forces were as exposed as the enemy was. Knowing the time of flight of the shells allows the commander to keep up the its own units efforts until just before the shells arrive, when they take cover.
The artillery already knew the targets range and bearing, so conventional shells tore into the target or airburst above it without need of correction.
Inside the small town the barrage pre-empted the assault before the Czechs were set up. They could not turn around in the confines of the narrow streets, nor could they stay where they were and risk being trapped by falling buildings or taking a direct hit on the thin roof armour of the AFVs, they had to go forwards.
With the appearance of the first BTR and BMP APCs the lance sergeant commanding the anti-tank section held his fire as the enemy vehicles raced for the ford. By some fluke the lead vehicle, ahead of its mates by about 50m, made it to the river and began to cross, whereas the next six hit the mines buried by the Royal Engineers. The wrecked vehicles impeded the approach to the water but did not block it completely and the lead vehicle commander wrongly assumed that the vehicles behind had been hit by tank fire. He began shouting for their own tanks to get their fingers out and get out of the town and give them some support. He was still busy on the radio when his BTR reached the western bank and hit a mine all of its own. Five minutes later the eastern bank was littered with the burning hulks of eighteen APCs and closed to traffic until they could be dragged away. The anti-tanks finally got to let-rip as the enemy tanks poked their snouts out from behind buildings, far too late to support their infantry comrades. Five were knocked out in short order by the Guards anti-tank crews who had the advantage of a heat signature to at.
JSTARS, far to the rear was watching the movement forward of vehicles behind the assault and eventually classified them as self-propelled artillery. The divisional headquarters were informed that they had about fifteen minutes before enemy artillery would again be supporting the assault. This in turn was passed on down the line until it arrived at 1CGs CP where Major Sinclair decided to pull out his forces in the cops and move them to a north facing position with the single Challenger that had not thrown a track from that troop. He dispatched three Warriors from the rear and ordered the young NCO and his section to bug-out with the two Yeomanry call signs.
The Challengers on the hill were steadily taking their toll of the tank regiments T-80s but they had been firing continuously for almost an hour and ammunition was running low. Three of the tanks had been destroyed and three had thrown tracks. Of the six that remained there were just five to take on the second wave approaching the hill. The lieutenant in command informed the battalion that he was withdrawing three of those five to the rear for an ammo replen. He then rounded up some of the infantry on the rear slopes to form a chain and remove the ammunition from the disabled vehicles, transferring it to his tank and the one that remained with him.
To the south of the main action, the motor rifle regiment there went totally unhindered between the minefields before spreading out and accelerating across the cultivated flood plain toward the 1st Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. If they thought they were fortunate, they were not, many sets of eyes, mostly electronic, watched them come on and the NATO forces MLRS oriented their launchers to the correct bearing and elevations and waited. It was an exercise that had been practised many times, they were not aiming at the tanks and APCs but assigned areas of ground. Computers worked out the sequence of firing, taking into consideration wind, temperature and humidity, range and times of flight.
Forty-one thousand, seven hundred and fifty sub-munitions arrived simultaneously in an area of terrain occupied by one hundred and forty-one armoured personnel carriers, main battle tanks and self-propelled anti-aircraft vehicles. In the OPs along the southern edge of the high ground, young men watched one of the most expensive fireworks displays in European history. Secondary�s, the vehicles own exploding fuel tanks and munitions, were more spectacular than the detonations, which caused them, and like a fireworks display the results were accompanied by appreciative �Oohs!� and �Aaghs!� from the spectators. A grid square had been removed, along with the 21st Motor Rifle Regiment.
On the forward slopes the Guardsmen were unable to prevent the enemy crossing the river and this was unfortunate because the APCs disgorged their infantry on reaching the western bank, these men deployed and began the assault on foot, clearing the way for the AFVs. The riflemen and gun groups in the trenches beyond the crest moved up to the crest and forward slopes and began the business of killing their counterparts.
Southwest of Leipzig: Same time.
Coming out of the Czech Republic at treetop level, skimming the Bohemian Forest, were twelve exceedingly futuristic looking aircraft. They were swing-wing, high performance combat aircraft previously seen only at air shows in its experimental prototype form during the late 1990s. Their wings swept forward instead of backwards, in a reverse of the conventional norms and the horizontal stabilising canards at rear of the cockpit, were more familiar on Sweden�s Viggen and Drakken airframes.
The Su-37 Berkut or �Golden Eagle�, was designed in response to the USA�s stealthy generation of airframes and was of RAM, radar absorbent material, construction, nothing new there, except that the ordnance it carried was also stealthed and launched from two rotary bomb bays.
At 40,000�, 25 miles south of Leipzig the NATO JSTARS and AWACs played follow-the-leader, in a monotonous racecourse pattern with their intensely bored F-15C Eagle escorts in tow.
Major Caroline Nunro was one of the US Air Forces prime recruiting assets, adorning posters that stated women could be fighter pilots, or anything else they wanted to be, in the modern United States Air Force, and tonight she commanded the rear element. Caroline had turned down the opportunity to adorn the centrefold of the world�s most famous men�s magazine and the $750,000 cheque that went with it. The magazine had envisaged a strong visual image of Caroline stood in a flight suit, fists on hips, legs spaced apart and the distinctly non-regulation flight suit unzipped beyond the crotch, revealing that there was nothing fake about the blue-eyed blond jet jockey. Caroline knew she was a smart, shit-hot pilot but she did not need to undo the hard work she had put in overcoming the sexual prejudices of her male colleagues. Her logbook showed seven different types of aircraft she had flown since getting her wings, from the high tech but un-sexy F-117A to the USMC Harrier; she had fought to be where she now was, quite literally. A month before she had been placed on administrative suspension following an incident at a Washington charity ball. In dress uniform she had been dancing with a Senator who had allowed his pre-conceptions, and Champagne cocktails, to get the better of him.
�Honey,� he had whispered in her ear.
�Why risk your cute butt flying fighters when you could make a fortune, in perfect safety on your back?� He had emphasised the financial offer by dropping his hand from the between her shoulder blades to her �cute butt�. The reporters and photographers for the various papers, society pages had raced to file their stories and pictures, of Caroline�s right hook and her sprawling dance partner.
The Senators spin-doctors had moved fast and before midnight they were plugging a different version of events to both the media and the Pentagon, so by the next morning Caroline was facing charges of conduct unbecoming due to excess alcohol and by her propositioning him. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, was the exact quote from the Senators legal rep.
The Senator had always been a strong supporter of the Air Force, it came as no surprise to her that he had called in markers, and her investigators came on hostile and aggressive. A blood test took care of the drink allegation which was really only calculated to increase the size of the target area for the mudslinging.
During her interview the chief investigator had asked why she had punched the Senator, so she�d replied that her uniform�s, evening dress skirt was too restrictive to permit the permanent re-location of his testicles, a knuckle sandwich was the most she could manage, but thank you for asking anyway.
Although she did not know it, the president himself had been following the events and had seen details of a resulting FBI investigation into her private life. He knew the Senators reputation, not his public one but the one known by those in power. The middle-aged satyr had got his long overdue come-uppance and a message had been sent, �back off and let the story die of old age�, which was about a fortnight on the hill. He wasn�t going to stand by and let good officers career be wrecked. There was no indictment so the FBI buried the file and Caroline got to cool her heels for a while as punishment for losing her temper.
The incident had earned her a new nickname and she accepted it with glee, even though the air force aren�t into nicknames in the same way that the navy is, but as a flight commander and deputy squadron commander, it put her mark on her subordinates too.
With the radar set to standby, not generating any energy, Caroline�s flight of four covering the JSTARS had nothing to do but be ready for the AWACs, five miles ahead to alert them of any trouble.
To the south, the twelve Su-37s split, with two flights of four turning north and the remainder going single, heading for the first targets on their lists.
At 0139hrs precisely, the Russian advanced fighter-bombers began launching their ordnance without once switching on their own radars. A satellite down-feed was passing them data from ground stations within Germany itself; radar information hacked from civilian, air traffic control radars. The first targets were the AWACs and JSTARS above them; the second were the civilian radars themselves, along with a number of military ones. The data was in turn passed to the air-air missiles, guiding them toward their targets without radiating a single erg of radar energy.
Last but not least were ground targets of strategic importance, such as the Hauptbahnhof, Leipzig�s railway station beside Willy-Brandt-Platz in the centre of the city, and the autobahn junction where the Nuremberg to Berlin route joined the east/west A14, northwest of Leipzig/Halle airport.
Major Nunro�s life was saved purely because she had a stiff neck and was turning it from side to side when she saw the tell-tale fiery trail of approaching missiles.
�Smoke in the air� Prize Fighters break!� she called out on the general frequency of all the aircraft engaged with her, as she broke left towards the missiles, rolling inverted and pulling back on the yoke, vertically jinking to break lock. The manoeuvre wasn�t quite a wasted exercise as none of the weapons was as yet guiding, but a second later they were, sent active by the aircraft that had launched them and Caroline was heading in the most survivable direction when that happened.
The huge K-99 missiles ramjets were already driving them along at an economic Mach 2.4 from their launch point 130 miles distant. On acquiring the targets for themselves they accelerated to Mach 4.2. The missile headed her way didn�t have her name on it, just her initials, as its proximity fuse set off the warhead eight feet from her tail pipes. She was in burner and headed earthwards when the missile went off behind her and she dragged the throttles to the rear as the engines turned to expensive scrap. Glancing at her airspeed she saw she was travelling far too fast to eject safely and pulled back on the stick, extending speed brakes as she did so.
Danny Gray, her wingman, was also in burner when his aircraft was hit, shrapnel tearing a hole in the joint where fuselage meets left vertical stabiliser. Danny did not kill his speed as Caroline had done because his engines were still good to go so he continued to accelerate. The increasing stress acting on the damaged stabiliser snapped it off when he was travelling at over twice the speed of sound, and the aircraft began to spin around its own axis. Fighting the blackness that threatened to overcome his senses Danny thought he had done well to punch out, but the sense of achievement was fleeting. His seat flung him out into a vortex of opposing forces, which dislocated his arms and legs and snapped his neck like a twig.
Caroline was too busy to see the destruction of the JSTARS and AWACs or that of five other escorts, as she sought to glide her crippled fighter homewards. She was trying to work out if a dead stick landing were possible when she saw another damaged F-15 tumbling past her about 700m away, its pilot already having quite the machine. She gave up any thought of saving her aircraft when a second missile slammed into the pilot-less Eagle, so checking that her speed was below 400 knots she punched out also.
If NATO thought that the operation had been to solely aid the Russians Czech allies on the Wesernitz, they were only partly correct.
The French/Canadian general had lost real-time intelligence at a critical point in the land battle, as well as his primary aerial command and control platform but he had allowed for a premature withdrawal to the next line if need be. He still had troops arriving at the front from the rest of Europe via air, road and rail, he believed he had a rope on it still. He would have been less confident if he had known that those three supply and reinforcement routes were about to be chopped off short of their present terminus.
With radars knocked out or switched off in that corner of Germany, Colonel General Serge Alontov sat back in the cockpit jump-seat of the Il-76 Transport aircraft that led the air armada toward its target. He had personally planned this operation, although not a Spetznaz mission he did have one of his own two company strong units aboard this aircraft. The other company was already on the ground and in action, having entered Germany a month before in varied guises. The remainder of the airborne division of the 6th Guards Army rode the other Il-76 aircraft that followed his own. The tenth aircraft held a young English speaking Senior Lieutenant of paratroops who was now wondering if he should not have taken up his cousins offer to remain in England.
NATO anti-aircraft sites around the city of Leipzig, and security forces at the airport came under attack from Russian Special Forces within minutes of the attacks by the Su-37s on the ground radar and early warning assets in the air. For the most part the attacks were successful, certainly at the airport the commandos made short work of the missile sites but the ground troops charged with guarding the facility had back up on hand. A battalion of the 82nd Airborne had arrived from the states a half an hour before on the way east to act as infantry in the battle near the border. The Russians were wiped to a man but the airborne soldiers carried only their personal weapons and six magazines of ammunition apiece.
The Russian airborne division numbered six thousand in three brigades, which dropped on separate DZs. The brigade with the hardest task dropped on the airport, its job being to secure it before putting blocking forces at the
Autobahn junction that had been heavily cratered by the airstrike, and into the town of Schkeuditz.
The second brigade dropped several miles south of the airport and just beyond the Elster-Saale Kanal, denying access to the city from the west whilst the colonel general dropped with the last brigade into the Rosental, the city of Leipzig�s park.
By dawn a stranglehold would in place around NATOs supply line where it was most needed and handing a dilemma to the commanders and politicians. Whether to carry on fighting with the enemy at the back door until forces could be diverted to clear them out, or whether to pull back beyond the city of Leipzig, handing them the northeast of Germany on a plate.
West of the Wesernitz, Germany: 0449hrs, same day.
Despite the best efforts of tank and infantryman, the Guards had first been forced from the advance slope positions, by the weight of the numbers opposing them. The enemy artillery was back on line and was being used to snuff out the British Foot Guards strong points, one by one.
The Czech, 5th Tank Regiment had completed its move to the river over an hour before but the enemy still held the crest of the hill that overlooked it, having been pushed back up the hill by the infantry. The tanks were stalled until the arrival of bridging equipment, which was now in the process of throwing three ribbon bridges across to the western bank under the protective guns of the tank regiment. They were receiving 81mm-mortar fire but nothing more substantial; their enemy had run out of Milan anti-tank rounds and NLAW weapons some time before.
Calling up his quick reaction force, Major Sinclair ordered CSM Probert to relocate in order to cover a fighting withdrawal by the rifle companies. He then pulled back all the surviving Milan crews attached to 1 and 2 Company, with the exception of the section covering the road. Those pulled back went to the harbour area of the battalions Warrior AFVs, a point midway between the crest and the juncture of 2LI and 1 Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders positions; this was at the rear of his depth company, 3 Company.
Over to the north, in the fortified buildings near the blown bridge, the 1 Company platoon had been receiving artillery rounds, however this only made their positions harder for an enemy to assault. The old buildings had deep stone cellars and these provided ideal cover from the worst of the fire. Enemy infantry had attempted to force the river at the ford on three occasions; they needed to dig out the Guardsmen in order to clear the dead APCs blocking the approach before they could put armour across. The platoon was isolated from the rest of the battalion by more than just distance, their last surviving radio had been destroyed an hour before and only the landline link to the battalion CP remained.
Major Sinclair had to work out a set of orders, and issue them over the fragmented communications system in order to extract what remained of his Battalion as a fighting force. The CO had forsaken the FV-435, command vehicle for a hole dug by the Royal Engineers and roofed over with the trunks of pine trees, which themselves had two layers of filled sandbags atop them, the �435� was at the vehicle harbour. Inside the CP, illumination was provided by �kero�, kerosene lamps, which hissed a continual fine spray of kerosene onto their wicks. Although it was a headquarters, it lacked the bulky paraphernalia a higher headquarters might sport, there were no power cables, nothing bulky, all radios were on battery power, as were the phones and laptop computers. There was nothing there that could not be picked up and carried away relatively easily. At this moment everything not vital had been removed to vehicles or was packed and ready. Major Sinclair intended for the two forward rifle companies to withdraw past CSM Probert�s QRF, before covering the CSMs men as they fell back to 3 Company�s lines. The three Challengers that had thrown tracks had now been recovered and tracks replaced, they were however empty of ammunition, so were now loading up.
The young lieutenant who commanded the Hussars was directed to cover the withdrawal of the remnants of 1 and 2 Company, plus the four Challengers that had 'replened' earlier, there had been five, but one was currently burning brightly on the crest. Picking up a radio handset he glanced around the CP and saw the RSM looking very grim as he listened to the sitreps, situation reports, coming in.
�Sarn�t Major, get 3 Platoons Warriors moving to the old barn a klick behind their present position. I�m going to order them out now and they can RV there.� A klick, being one kilometre.
Grabbing his personal weapon and Bergen, the RSM departed the CP with the full intention of misinterpreting the order to mean his personally going with the APCs, toward the fighting.
After three minutes of fruitless tries to contact 3 Platoon, the major was in the process of giving his orders to 1 and 2 Company to begin a fighting withdrawal, after which he would order out 3 Platoon, his extreme left flank sub unit by landline.
He heard something screaming toward them, along with everyone else in the CP his eyes were on the log ceiling, as the massive 240mm mortar round arrived.
Colin had split the QRF into two teams of two Warriors and their sections, with Oz commanding one half. He took his two vehicles south with the intention of covering 2 Company whilst Oz covered 1 Company and was on the road when he heard the Czech mortar round pass over head and detonate way off to his right. Despite the distance, landing as it had beyond 3 Company, the explosion sounded like a freight train hitting buffers at full pelt.
Enjoying his role as a commander of troops, the Czech staff officer had ordered the Hokum�s pilot across the plain towards the river where he could better control the 22nd Motor Rifle as it fought on the slopes of the hill. He had been witness to the total destruction of the 21st Motor Rifle Regiment before it had been able to fire a single round at the British to the south-west. He was worried that the same thing would happen to the 23rd MRR, stalled to the north, and the 5th Tank Regiment, which sat behind his own temporary command, providing fire support to clear the enemy so engineers could put a bridge over to the western bank.
The Blowpipe section of 1 Company had temporarily abandoned their launcher on several occasions to fight again as riflemen in pushing off Czech infantry who had got to within 150m of the crest. None of the light support weapons were in action anymore, having overheated repeatedly and been cooled by the battlefield expedient of urinating on the barrels, eventually the breaches had warped. The makers recommended that the weapons be allowed to cool naturally, which reflected how little they knew about the required function of their product. Every available rifle was therefore needed to repel the enemy thrusts.
Guardsman Troper and L/Cpl Veneer returned to the shell crater that served as their firing position and retrieved the Shorts Blowpipe VSRADM, very short ranged, air defence missile. They had enjoyed little success with the weapon so far; its 3000m maximum range and relatively slow speed ruled it out as a counter for fast jets. They had fired ten missiles and received only abuse from the riflemen nearby, who weren�t exactly ecstatic about having them as neighbours in the first place. AAA of any kind are priority targets for an enemy seeking battlefield air superiority over an opponent. The lack of fan mail from the other trenches had pissed off Guardsman Troper, the big man from Lancashire had stood up at one point, the missile he had just fired went wild after a promising start, chasing a Su-25 before deciding to boldly go where no 11kg missile had gone before, straight upwards into the clouds.
�You�s cunts should be grateful we're here, highly trained specialists we are� CO himself said so!�
A clod of earth flying out of the darkness indicated their peers vote of no-confidence, hitting Troper on the helmet where soil and grit added to his misery as it trickled down his neck into his clothing. �Take yer specialisation back to London, ya fuckin� foreigner!� yelled the unseen thrower. The Coldstream Guards recruit from Yorkshire and the north-east of England, but there are exceptions, Guardsman Troper being a case in point.
�It�s Lancashire� and don�t think I don�t recognise your voice, Arkwright� I�ll have you later!�
As they now sat in the shell crater, the occupants of another trench spotted the two-seater attack helicopter across the river.
�Oye, you!� one shouted.
�The wankers with the Blowpipe� betcha can�t hit this bastard!� Veneer and Troper realised that they were being addressed and two heads popped up above ground level. Troper had a soggy roll-up in his mouth that he spat out on seeing the easy target, 2000m away. Both soldiers looked at one another and said
�My turn!� in unison.
�Fuck off, is it� you missed the last one and I�m senior!� declared L/Cpl Veneer. He jerked Tropers helmet down over the other mans eyes and grabbed the weapon, hauling its 22+kg�s off the ground and scrambling from the hole. Choosing a spot where he had cover from fire from the enemy infantry below, and an unobstructed back blast area, he seated the weapon on his right shoulder. Troper scrambled up beside him.
�You�d better not miss� a fiver say�s you miss?� L/Cpl Veneer was sighting on the target and replied out of the corner of his mouth. �I�m broke� will a photograph of a four pound note and change do?� Troper gave one last look over his shoulder; to check that no one had wandered behind them where the weapons back blast would singe more than eyebrows.
�Done,� he replied, and tapped Veneer on the top of his helmet to indicate he was clear to fire.
The mortar platoon had also been alerted to the presence of the hovering helicopter and lobbed some rounds its way. The impacting mortar rounds were too far away to cause damage but close enough to cause the pilot to pull back on the collective and gain altitude. The Hokum was at a little over two hundred feet up when the 11kg Blowpipe missile impacted above the fuselage in the rotor assembly, shearing the retaining �Jesus Nut� completely off. Fuselage and rotors parted company and both the pilot and staff officer were screaming aloud as the helicopter impacted nose first into the soft soil of a potato field. The impact fractured the fuel cells and aviation fuel poured forth onto the hot metal of the engine, creating a Roman candle of roaring flame in the fields of the flood plain, before exploding in spectacular fashion.
On the crest the four Challengers there withdrew, leaving the infantry to their own devices, ignorant of the fact that the foot soldiers had not received the word to pull back.
Once in position the QRF Warriors wheeled and headed east to a point where they could see the crest, the Challengers passed them on their own way west and Colin called up 2 Company to tell them he was in position. The company commander of 2 Company had received no orders to withdraw and was not prepared to take the word of a mere ranker. Precious time was wasted as he tried, without success to raise the battalion CP by radio and by landline. Common sense should have told the man that a soldier of CSM Probert's calibre was hardly likely to have made the story up so after listening to the man for a few moments, Colin decided to have a one way conversation. There are four categories of officers who hold the Queens Commission, �Good�, �Bad�, �Indifferent� and �Would be good, if only they did not have their heads stuck so far up their own arse�. 2 Company�s OC was in the last group and Colin resorted to subterfuge as he depressed the send button on his radio. When Colin apparently called the battalion CP over air, it sounded to the 2 Company commander that Colin was in radio contact with them, but that for some reason 2 Company could not receive the battalion CPs transmissions.
�Nine Nine Alpha, roger out to you� hello Two, this is Nine Nine Alpha� from Sunray Zero, fall back now in bounds to Three�s location, my call signs will support, over?�
Fortunately, Oz did not have the same problem with the two remaining platoons of 1 Company that were on the crest and the battered remnants of the rifle companies began to leapfrog backwards.
Just before dawn a Battalion a third the size it had been, just 24 hours� before, withdrew through 2LI and the in-depth 7th/8th Argyll�s, they had far more vehicles than they had soldiers to fill them. The attached RA and REME had also taken losses, the survivors of their knocked out vehicles fought as infantry during the withdrawal. Of the twelve Challengers IIs that began the fight, only eight remained and all bore scars. An hour later they were joined by the RSM and three more empty Warriors. 3 Platoon had not received the order to withdraw, nor a replen of ammunition since the fight started, and the RSM had watched helplessly through binoculars as an infantry attack on the platoons location had reached a crescendo of firing and grenade detonations. A brief silence had followed the enemy assault on the tiny stronghold, before brief bursts of gunfire announced that the enemy was taking no prisoners, whether wounded or healthy.

CHAPTER 5

North Atlantic: 0530hrs, 1st April.
There were fifty-two merchant ships in the first convoy to leave the shores of the United States enroute for Europe, all were carrying war stocks and the 1st (US) Armoured Division. To escort this irreplaceable cargo eastward, NATO had assigned a carrier battle group, led by the Nimitz class carrier USS Gerald Ford.
It was an all US effort and included two Los Angeles and two Seawolf class attack submarines, ranging far ahead and on the flanks. Their inclusion had been debated long and hard due to a late night video summit by the heads of NATO countries, following the fourth use of nuclear weapons in anger, since the birth of the bomb.
Admiral Conrad Mann had the task of delivering the ships to the shores of Europe in one piece and had insisted on having a voice in the political decisions of protecting his charges against the submarine, and later the air threat facing them.
His combat group was larger than any other carrier group since the Second World War when it entered the international waters of the Atlantic Ocean, he only hoped it would be the same size when it got to the Irish Sea. There were fifteen thousand men and women in the Naval and merchant ships counting on him to out-fight and out-think the enemy, the fighting men who would man the vehicles would be waiting on the far shore. At least he would not have their deaths on his conscience if he got it wrong.
700 miles southeast of Iceland, twenty-eight submarines of the Red Banner Fleets 4th, 5th and 9th flotilla�s, were spreading out over an area of 350 square miles of ocean, as they separated and made their way west, south-southwest and south-west, intent on closing their designated areas of the Atlantic to all shipping. Thirty-one vessels had begun the voyage, two were suffering from mechanical problems and were continuing at their best speed, another one had been sunk that morning as the bulk of the flotilla�s rushed the GIUK Gap, the area of water between Greenland, Iceland and the United Kingdom. NATO had years before laid a sensor field on the ocean bed, the purpose of which was to listen for submarines and surface vessels, which would have preferred to have remained unnoticed by the West. During the Cold War this area would have been a death trap for them to have even tried to negotiate it, but now the maritime patrol aircraft that roamed above it were greatly reduced in number. One of their number had fallen prey to a patrolling RAF Nimrod, whilst two others had evaded the torpedoes dropped by a US Orion and a second Nimrod, but otherwise their tactic of swamping the defences had worked.
The two of their number trailing behind, would be sunk as they tried to cautiously pick their way across the gap unheard in twelve hours� time, but their comrades anti-ship missiles and torpedoes carried nuclear warheads as well as conventional ones. They were confident in their ability to sink the eastbound convoys three times over, with the weapons they had.
Aboard the Alpha class attack submarine Omsk, Captain Yuri Kelyovich�s chief worry had been that the nuclear mines off the North Cape would not have detonated, their having been laid over fifteen years before, when the Iron Curtain still stood. If that had been the case then they would have been forced to expend some of their weapons in fighting through to open water, leaving fewer with which to attack the ships carrying reinforcements and war stores to Europe. He had in fact fired three torpedoes at a juicy target of opportunity that was too good to pass by, the damaged HMS Invincible and her tow, which had been hampered and unable to cut loose the tows in time. HMS Ardent had blown up and gone to the bottom even before the British carrier had rolled over and sunk. The Omsk was the flagship of the 9th Flotilla and led the ten vessels on a south-westerly course to interdict the convoy enroute from New York as she sounded out the way with a superior sonar to that of her sisters.
Near Cottonwood, South Dakota: 1100hrs, same day.
Via video conferencing, the German chancellor was explaining to the president of the United States as to why his forces were determined to fight on alone if the rest of NATO pulled back beyond Leipzig. The 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigade had taken the brunt of the Red Army thrust and blunted it, they were no longer combat effective though and had withdrawn to their next defence line, behind the Germans to reconstitute.
General Shaw had already put his own professional opinion that they should support the Germans. Pulling back now would be the worst possible move to make, setting a bad precedent whilst boosting Red Army morale and lowering that of their own troops. The president had agreed with the general but wanted the chancellor to have his say.
�Herr Chancellor, I do not see that it is possible to retake the city without massive loss of life and damage to its buildings� � he held up a hand to stop the German politician from interrupting him, the man obviously expected a refusal. �� IF that is acceptable then I will recommend that we attack the airborne soldiers within the city and its outskirts, starting with the airport.�
The German looked relieved.
�Mr President, cities can be rebuilt, we have done so before and will do so again. It is not acceptable to the German people that the soviet yoke should again fall upon this land, any part of this land� I thank you for your support. Do you think the other member states will agree?�
�I know that Britain and France do, in principle at least. At present Britain has only a two-brigade division in theatre, one of those got its nose bloodied quite badly two days ago but it is the nearest and has more vehicles than troops to fill them.� He paused for effect before continuing.
�Like it or not Chancellor, my troops, the French and the British� will be withdrawing prematurely later today, to positions behind your own troops. We are not withdrawing past Leipzig, but this move is necessary to disengage units from the fight in order that they may drive out the enemy airborne division in the city.�
The German did not like the idea of surrendering ground, his people�s ground, without a more substantial effort but he had to accept the American�s word.
General Allain, the Canadian commander of NATO forces in Europe, would have preferred to have been conducting the battle rather than explaining his army�s actions to a bunch of politician�s. Like most servicemen worth their salt, he had a dislike of politicians but kept his voice and manner neutral as he reported on the previous 24hrs events, to the leaders of the NATO countries. Even when a government head, whose countries forces were not yet engaged, had criticised the British Guards regiments performance, demanding to know why they had not held for longer, General Allain had deadpanned.
�Senor, that is an answer best discovered for oneself, shall I tell them to have a rifle and pack awaiting your arrival, they will be in action again soon?�
The politician in question did not respond, so the Canadian soldier continued.
�The fundamental problem was not the troops but their equipment, which was inferior to that which should be expected of a government to supply. Added to the fact that they were damned unlucky. Their command and control did not fail, it was destroyed by enemy fire� there is a difference gentlemen. The men did not fail their country; their government failed them long before this crisis came to being. How else can you explain why they ran out of anti-tank weapons and their machine guns failed?�
1CG had kept its Warrior APCs and transport at the rear, in readiness to withdraw the battalion when the time came. The breakdown in command and control had cost them in personnel. The Guards don�t run and many of the dead had stayed in their fighting positions, lacking orders to the contrary until overrun. Had it not been for the command and control problems being equalised by a handheld Blowpipe missile, destroying a Czech two-seater attack helicopter that had strayed too close to the fighting then the entire battalion could have been overrun. Of the four battalions in the brigade the regular Argyll�s battalion had fared best. The motor rifle regiment that had swept to the south of the promontory had received the undivided attention of the MLRS batteries. One hundred and forty one Czech armoured fighting vehicles littered the flood plain, well short of the Scottish battalion. Every single vehicles in the regiment had been taken out in one salvo of what the gunners called �grid square removal�, delivering almost 42,000 submunitions to the area occupied by the enemy unit. No. 1 Company, 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards had ceased to exist as a unit and the survivors were divided up amongst the remaining two rifle companies but the majority went to 2 Company.
The 2nd Battalion Light Infantry and 1st Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders had gained a breathing space whilst the Czech 5th Tanks, 23rd Motor Rifle and tattered remnants of 21st Motor Rifle Regiments secured a bridgehead on the western bank and the follow on division passed through and into the attack. It struck the Light Infantry and Highlanders and the juncture of the two units whilst they were recovering from the obligatory artillery bombardment, overrunning the battalions flank companies before crashing into the part-time soldiers of the 7th/8th Battalion. The weekend warriors held and the Hussars had swept in behind the Czech 11thTank Regiment from the Light Infantry position, creating havoc and killing the 11th�s commander before withdrawing.
To the north-east of Leipzig the US 10th Mechanised Division had held its ground against the worst that the Russian 8th Motor Rifle Division could throw at it but they were running low on all types of anti-armour munitions. On the right of the NATO line the French 1st Armoured Division had beaten off the first attack against it and had counter-attacked, drawing off enemy air assets that would otherwise have made the British brigades situation worse.
At Leipzig/Halle airport, the fighting had been furious and the US airborne troops soon ran low on ammunition. After five hours� of fighting the Americans had been encircled and the Russians had called upon them to surrender. The US troops had sent their reply in deed rather than words by closing with their Russian counterparts in the biggest single bayonet charge by American troops since the United States Marine Corps assault on Belleau Wood in the final year of WW1. The Americans had burst through the Russians at their thinnest point to rejoin NATO lines but left half of their number behind, dead or wounded, including their commanding officer.
The 82nd Airborne earned three more Medals of Honour in the space of six hours� in their fight against overwhelming numbers, two were posthumous.
With the conference out of the way, General Shaw updated the president on the situation in the Pacific. The picture was clearer now that they knew they could trust what their own satellites showed them. Taiwan was about to fall and two PLAN invasion fleets were already enroute to the Japanese islands and the largest island in the Philippines, Luzon. Despite the number of Chinese missiles intercepted by the Japanese defence forces, the Chinese had more missiles with which to attack, than Japan had to defend itself with.
�You will notice also Mr President, that there has been no move made against South Korea, by either the North nor the PRC,� he looked meaningfully at the president before stating. �It is the opinion of the JCS that this lack of action indicates that they intend to starve the ROK�s and our forces out. They have no need to expend any effort on their part sir, because they expect to own the Pacific and all access to Korea by land, air and sea.�
The president was thoughtful for a few moments before he spoke. �I think I know you well enough now general, to know you have some point to make, so spit it out!�
�Sir, we cannot resupply or support our troops there for very much longer, the way things are going. They can be of more use elsewhere� such as defending Australia. We estimate that in one week they will be cut-off and beyond our assistance to help, the Pacific is slowly closing to us, at least we can support them in Australia, and they will be fulfilling a vital role, rather than waiting to die or go into captivity.� The general could see the hesitation on the chief executives face, they had treaties with South Korea and substantial business interests there, so he added.
�What the PRC are doing to Japan, with their long range bombardment will be done to the forces in South Korea� get them out now sir, fuck congress, fuck the senate and every other critic. Those boys and girls can come back at a later date, and kick the communists out of Seoul.�
�Okay, general � leave the politics to me, give the orders, withdrawal from South Korea to Australia. Let�s hope to hell their next move isn�t from Australia, to defensive positions on Long Island� what news on the John F Kennedy?�
�As you will recall, they have joined up with the Prince of Wales and repairs are on-going, but we expect them to begin launching for their strike on the enemy carriers within the hour. It coincides with a satellite pass but there is a storm front moving in, if you wish you can watch for yourself providing, there is no over cast, sir?�
The president nodded.
�I�m not sure how I feel about watching those men and women go into combat from the safety of this bunker, so I�ll pass on that, ok?� The president knew that if he watched any of his people being killed, it would haunt his dreams to his dying day.
The head of his secret service detail entered the command centre and chose a position where not only could he catch the president�s eye; it would also be hard for the president to avoid making eye contact with him. When that happened he diplomatically pointed to the watch on his wrist before withdrawing to the door, but did not leave the room, the president knew this because he cast a surreptitious eye over his shoulder five minutes later, the man was still there, staring right back at him.
Once he had finished with matters he could not possibly foist onto someone else, the president left his staff to continue business in his absence and went to his room.
When he was not engaged in national business, the president was living in a 10�x10� concrete room that had once been the domain of an air force colonel. His personal physician had recommended that he have eight hours� sleep a day and his secret service detail were enforcing it. They were not pulling their side arms as a threat to ensure he followed doctors� orders; they were more insidious than that, they played on his conscience, reminding him that his country needed him alert, not psychotic. The chief executive was curious as to the living conditions of an ordinary airmen, when this base had been a part of the nation�s nuclear deterrent, he rather imagined that the airman was not paid nearly enough if it meant living in anything more grim than this room. The First Lady and his children were up in the Rockies at another location and he missed them. The short calls on the videophone hardly qualified as a family relationship and he did not have any photographs of them here, all of those were back in the half-demolished White House. The grey walls of his room were devoid of any adornment apart from a framed instruction on fire drills and the ceiling light was little more than a bulb and toughened glass with a wire guard.
Seven hours� later the president was in that room when a knock on the door awoke him. It was an hour before his sleep period was due to end but he had slept solidly until just then. He had not bothered to undress other than to remove his jacket, so he swung his feet to the floor before standing and slipping the jacket back on.
�Come, but if you aren�t a troop of dancing girls with laid back moral values, it will be a very brief interview!�
Terry Jones entered with an apologetic look on his face, behind him was a man whom the president had seen before but could not place the name.
�I foolishly left my tambourine and veils in the office Mr President, sorry about that.�
�I�m not,� replied the president to the CIA Director, and held out his hand to the man who had accompanied him.
�I am sure we have met sir, but I cannot place the name?�
Dark eyed with tiredness, rumpled and unshaven, the man shook the proffered hand.
�Scott Tafler, Mr President� we met last week in the situation room, I explained why I thought we were going to be attacked.�
�Jeez, was it only a week ago, it seems like months.� He gestured to the bed, motioning them to sit whilst pulling up the tubular framed chair that constituted one third of the furniture in the room.
�I presumed that you chose this venue, because you have something particularly sensitive for me, Terry?�
�Sir, I sent Scott to London to contact the Russians who blew the whistle on the bomb plot. He debriefed them but there was nothing more they knew that could assist us. Perhaps I should let Scott explain why we are here now, sir.�
At the president�s nod, Scott began.
�In Russia, they have reformed their intelligence service and again named it the KGB; we know that one of the principle plotters was given the position as its chief, which was Anatolly Peridenko Mr President. However, he only held office for less than a day; the word is that he is dead at the Premiers orders.�
Looking over at Terry Jones, the president raised an inquisitive eyebrow.
�Peridenko was a resourceful and ambitious man sir, the Premier is the same, and he probably eliminated what he saw as a future threat to his own office.�
�Please carry on Scott; I hope you are going to tell me that one of the Russians who assisted us has been chosen as Peridenko�s replacement?�
�No sir, the new chief is Elena Torneski, a very capable woman who has until now been restricted by the �glass ceiling� of their intelligence community. It is her ability and apparent acceptance of limited promotion that would seem to be why the Premier has chosen her.�
The president nodded,
�I am guessing that you see a possible advantage here. Is she on our pay roll?�
Scott shook his head.
�No sir, but she spent some years recruiting new talent, in fact it was she who recruited Svetlana Vorsoff, one of our friends in England. Miss Vorsoff was originally recruited to be what is known as a �Sparrow�, politely speaking, Sparrows use their feminine charm�s for the State in an espionage role. Torneski obviously revised her opinion of Svetlana�s potential and had her transferred to the directorate responsible for deep cover operatives, �sleepers� if you like. I have gotten to know her fairly well over the past few days, and I would agree that as bed-bait for unwary westerners on business in Russia it would have been a great waste of an intelligent and very able young lady. Svetlana states that she and Elena Torneski became friends and that friendship was current until the time this crisis arose, although they have had no contact for over two years. She is confident that Torneski will listen to her and help end this madness.� He removed a folder containing two files from his attach� case and passed it over. The president speed-read the summaries on Torneski and Vorsoff before studying the photographs, his eyebrows shot up and he removed a photograph of Vorsoff as nature intended, holding it up for the two CIA men.
�Scott, next time you stop by, leave this old fart behind and bring her,� he said, inclining his head at the CIA director. He replaced the photo and handed back the folder.
�On second thoughts, don�t. The way my lucks running the First Lady will walk in and my greeting to her will be �Darling, it�s not what you think�� anyway, please carry on with what you were saying.�
�Mr President, as you are aware, the Russian Premier has not been seen since the attack started. Obviously he is in a secure location somewhere, and if anyone is likely to know the location, it will be his chief of intelligence, and knowing where he is could be of immense value. He is apparently the driving force behind all this and if we could take him out, we may see a resolution, an end to the war,� added Terry Jones.
�To know that, we have to know who else was involved and who in the military is for and who is against it� you are thinking about engineering a coup, of course.� The chief executive made the remark as a statement rather than a question.
�I can see a hell of a lot of �what ifs� in the offing Terry but I would appreciate you keeping me up to speed with any developments. You came here to speak to me so as to keep this operation black of course?� he said to the CIA chief.
�As pitch, sir.�
�Good,� he remarked. �What do you need?�
Terry Jones put his hand inside his jacket and removed several sheets of paper, which he handed over.
�Hand written,� remarked the president as he took out a pair of spectacles from his pocket, shook them open one handed and put them on.
�Good, let�s keep it this way as much as possible� � he nodded toward the glowing laptop computer on the nightstand.
�� I swear that things watching me sometimes, ever since they got into the NSA computers I keep wondering what else they�ve done that we don�t know about.�
He was silent as he read both sides of the half dozen sheets. Removing his glasses he handed the pages back.
�You�ve obviously already put a lot of thought into this, right down to anticipating the reluctance of the Air Force cutting loose a Nighthawk crew at a time like this. I like it Terry, who did you have in mind?�
�Actually sir, this is all Scott�s doing. He flew back from London yesterday with his plan and drove all night to get here and pitch it to me.�
The president was impressed.
�No shit� that would account for you looking even more beat up than I am?� he smiled at Tafler.
�I was hoping to get you to stick around, it would have diverted my surgeon�s attention from me. I�ve read your theory, now talk me through it please?�
�It is just an idea right now, but you didn�t laugh in my face when you just read the outline. Obviously the feasibility has to be gone into by someone more qualified than myself, but loading up a 2 megaton warhead on a SRAM into a Nighthawk, and flying it into Russia is going to require refuelling using buddy stores along the way, that means other Nighthawks being involved. The aircraft will have to be virtually full of fuel when it lands there, which means diverting resources from the main effort?�
�Why don�t you let me worry about prying them free for one night, carry on please Scott.�
�Saddam Hussain moved about a hell of a lot during the Gulf War, it made targeting him almost impossible. We know that Russia has at least four hardened shelters for its politburo in time of war, so we have to assume the possibility that the current leadership could be playing Saddam's shell game too. We still have ICBMs, not many but we still have them, I�m guessing that you would not use them against the Premiers shelter even if you were certain he was there?�
The president shook his head vigorously.
�Both they and the PRC have ICBMs, they would see the launch and they would counter-strike, probably massively.�
�Correct sir, so we use a method of delivery that they cannot detect and one that is close enough to strike before the target moves again� if they are shifting around from shelter to shelter.�
There was silence for a moment as the president thought it through, looking for loopholes, before deciding he did not know enough.
�I got to this office by kissing babies, having good teeth and telling more credible lies than the other guy. Intelligence is not a pre-requisite for holding either high or low office in government. That�s why I have a damn good staff and the JCS to do the thinking for me,� he said with a rueful smile.
�Let me ask them before I give my blessing, carry on with the preparations in the meantime� what is the protection like at these Russian shelters?�
Terry Jones answered that one.
�One and a half megaton direct hit, three megaton near-miss, sir.�
�And what qualifies as a near miss?�
�Two miles Mr President.�
�Can�t we stage out of Germany, Britain or Alaska� why Russia?�
�It would take too long to launch from Ramstein, they would have to fly a huge detour to avoid radars and defences on the battlefield. The same goes for the UK; it took twelve hours� just to get into position to knock down the Russian A50 that they had covering Belorussia on the first day. The distance from Alaska to Moscow is comparable to flying from Atlanta to Los Angeles and back. We only get one shot at this sir.� The CIA Director stated earnestly.
�I don�t want this turning into a debacle like the Delta Force rescue mission in Iran did, back in the seventies.�
�Sir, we have an F-15 pilot who is F-117A qualified but temporarily unfit for combat duties in fast jets, due to strain injuries after an ejection yesterday. We have identified an out of the way strip that is suitable for putting down on, three hundred miles from Moscow, and we have assets who can meet them and assist with vehicles and safe houses. Added to the fact that the crew are female, they aren�t likely to draw attention as a man would.�
�How so?� queried the president.
�All males between seventeen and forty-five have been called up for military service in Russia; they are now all in uniform. The only exceptions are deserters, draft dodgers and essential industry workers. The police are very active in stopping all hale and hearty males in civilian clothes, to discover which of those categories they fill.�
�I never thought of that. Have you got a right seat picked?�
�Yes sir, Captain Patricia Dudley, she was in R&D until this morning working on the Nighthawk X, the testbed for future F-117 upgrades. I took the liberty of having her posted to Europe as a battlefield casualty replacement; she will be in London tonight.�
�Okay, so who is the pilot?�
�Major Caroline Nunro, she was shot down south of Leipzig yesterday.�
The president laughed.
�The air forces own pugilistic pin-up� good choice. Have you ordered her to volunteer yet?�
Scott did not know what the president was referring to, but he answered.
�No sir, she is in transit to London as we speak. The cover story is that she injured her back punching out and will be attached to USAFs PR department until she gets her flight status back and we have not yet told her the real reason.�
�Do yourself a favour Scott, ask nicely and watch her right� or you�ll look even worse than you do now!�
�Sir?�
Fulham, north London: Same time.
It had taken well over forty-eight hours� for news of the wars outbreak to become more than supposition by the media. When Janet had watched the breakfast television news reader announce that NATO forces had come under sustained attack during the previous afternoon she had felt sick at first, and then anger at the vagueness, the generalisations of the reports. There was no news of which units had been involved or even how NATO had fared.
Karen looked at her Mum�s expression and asked if her Dad was okay? Jimmy looked at his sister like she was cracked. His expression said it all, of course their Daddy was okay, he was Dad and therefore immortal.
She bundled them off to school and made her way to work where she had tried to push it all into a back room of her consciousness and lock the door, but it was the main topic of conversation amongst her colleagues and the boss had allowed a television to be turned on in the office and tuned to Sky News. Nevertheless she shut out the constant updates, the weary drone of retired soldiers wheeled in to give their opinions as �experts� on the subject. She did a good job on the whole but in the late morning she looked up from her desk and noticed that although her colleagues were focussed on the TV screen they were consciously avoiding looking at her.
�In Germany, NATO took the brunt of an attack by sixteen Soviet armoured divisions supported by heavy air and artillery which employed chemical weapons� � stated a newsreader. �and we are receiving reports that overnight a number of units, including British, sustained heavy casualties.�
It took a large dose of self-control to continue working as normal. The news for the nation grew worse as government sources eked out the real details in small packages. All the better to dispense the news of national disaster and the worsening of the situation for the West. The use of nuclear weapons by the soviets to breach the naval line at the North Cape would not be released for a week. Britain�s exact naval losses on the first day of the war would not become public knowledge for weeks.
Northeast Passage, Barents Sea: Same time.
The single screw of the Royal Navy�s diesel powered hunter/killer (SSK) submarine HMS Ulysses turned slowly, edging the vessel along at one knot, sixty feet below the turbulent surface of the Barents Sea, 2.38 miles northeast of the fishing village of Tysp-Navolok, on the Poluostrov Rybachiy peninsular. The traitorous coastal tides and numerous offshore wrecks, many uncharted by the west, made the going tricky even in peacetime. Ulysses Type 2026 towed array had been secured when they reach the 100 fathom mark.
Towed arrays this close inshore was far less effective than in the deep ocean, and a hazard to the vessel in the shallower water. There is far too much noise for the system to process, but that ambient noise made the vessel harder to hear as well.
One thousand yards to the northeast of them a Russian Kilo class diesel-electric boat was making five knots for thirty minute periods and then drifting and listening for another thirty. Ulysses had heard her, just, whilst she had been moving, but had the British submarine been a few minutes later, or earlier it could have been a completely different story.
Twenty miles to the north, the Royal Navy SSN, HMS Temeraire awaited the small diesel boats return, her sonar department were listening hard for her, or any trouble, but the shoreline was too noisy for them to be aware of events.
This close to the major military district around Murmansk, Russian coastal security was tight, apart from the Kilo, there were three surface combat vessels with twenty miles of their position, one Mirazh class patrol vessel, a Krivak III frigate and a Grisha V corvette. It was focusing both of the Royal Navy captain�s minds wonderfully, but not doing a great deal of good for Ulysses skippers� digestive system. Forty-seven men, not counting himself, were relying on him doing it right, getting them in and then getting them out.
�Sonar� how longs he been moving now?�
�Twenty-one minutes� Now, sir.�
�Thank you.� He wanted a little more water above them and he still had plenty beneath their keel at this point.
�Five down, seventy feet� ease the bubble if you will, Cox�n.�
As the boat steadied at the new depth, the captain checked the chronometer.
�Engines, all stop, absolute silence everyone, let�s not break the boredom of an otherwise monotonous day for him.�
The captain looked hard at the chart with the outline of the estimated western edge of the minefield guarding the approaches to the Kola Inlet. The current was going to move the 2,400-ton submarine uncomfortable close to it in the next thirty minutes, but so long as it stayed at its present rate and the Kilo moved on again as usual they should have a safe margin of 700m.
A minute later, sonar signalled that the Kilo�s barely perceptible electric motor had ceased and his eyes drifted to the clock.
Exactly thirty minutes later the captain�s heart rate eased slightly when sonar reported the Kilo was again making way, but it only lasted a moment.
�Captain, sonar� � .aspect change on the Kilo sir, she�s turning� ..she�s coming around to port� .now bearing zero zero seven degrees, course one eight zero, depth one hundred feet, speed five knots!�
The captain felt several sets of eyes on him now, the Russian was coming toward them and even if it wasn�t because they had been detected, it meant they could drift onto a mine in the next hour. He looked again at the chart, even if the Admiralty had erred on the side of caution when marking the fields bounds, another hour could put them well beyond the line on the chart. He viewed it logically, if they got underway, they were screwed, if they fired on the Kilo, they were screwed, but if they didn�t hit a mine then they would make it. It all depended on how much accuracy had been applied in the marking of their chart.
�We wait,� he announced simply.
The digital plot showed the Kilo closing on the Upholder class submarine over the next thirty minutes, but as the hands showed exactly half an hour from the time the Kilo had started her motors the sonar department did not signal that she was drifting and listening once more, the plot showed her still coming on. After another eighteen minutes the Kilo was abeam of the British submarine, with only two hundred and forty-nine yards separating them, but she kept moving at a steady five knots for a minute longer.
�Captain, aspect change on the Kilo� � .turning to starboard, speed constant at five knots.�
�Good� group up, slow ahead main motor and bring us around, slowly, to two seven zero degrees, if you please.� He wanted to get away from this damned minefield.
The First Lieutenant sidled up next to the Captain, and then turned his body so that no one in the control room could observe him speaking.
�I almost started to get worried there sir,� he said quietly.
�When he didn�t stop on schedule, I almost laughed aloud with relief!�
�Really number one?� the captain replied.
�Because that was the point where I nearly lost control of the old sphincter muscles.�
The First Lieutenant gave him a puzzled look, unsure as to whether his skipper was making a joke.
The captain saw the expression and decided to educate the man �The reason he didn�t stop Jeremy, is because he knew the edge of the minefield here is too bloody close to piss about with!�
He stabbed a finger at their current position on the chart, inside the marked area.
They had another thirty miles to go, into the Motovskiy Zaliv Inlet where their live cargo, a four man SBS team, would swim ashore from the submerged submarine. In 1995 the UK�s government of the day had decided that the cost of defending the country was still too expensive and sold off hardware at a fraction of its value as well as putting thousands of patriotic young men and women on the dole queues. The sales did not cover even ten percent of the equipment�s initial cost and the extra thousands of unemployed were a further drain on the nation�s social security benefit system, because the government declined to spend money retraining the ex-service personnel for civilian occupations. Four out of five almost brand new Upholder class submarines had been sold to Canada but the fifth, Ulysses, had been saved, retained should the need arise for covert insertion operations.
Once that was accomplished then they themselves would creep back out into relatively open water and make for Norwegian waters, to collect another team of swimmers. Temeraire would remain to monitor traffic entering and exiting the Kola Inlet. The SBS team and the nuclear attack submarine had similar roles, the marines were there to monitor troop movements for any sign of an invasion of the Scandinavian countries, and plot a bit of mischief of course. The Temeraire herself had land attack, Tomahawk cruise missiles and Spearfish torpedoes with which to cause mayhem if so ordered.
Once the Kilo�s departing course was established, the Ulysses altered course to two two four degrees and resumed her insertion of the SBS team.
The Royal Marines in the team faced an hours swim followed by a night climb of a hundred-foot cliff face in order to avoid the passive intruder detection systems on the rocky beaches.
North Pacific, 360 miles Southeast of Ust�-Kamchatsk: Same time.
Admiral Dalton had addressed the officers and crew of the USS John F Kennedy, three hours� ago, at the same time, the Captains of all the ships in the combat group read out the message from the Admiral to their crews. They had enough weapons remaining for one strike, and even if successful they would probably succumb to the enemy retaliatory attacks that would swiftly follow.
It wasn�t a �damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead� or an �England expects� type of speech, it was quite matter of fact and down to earth.
With no defensive armament other than her Phalanx close-in defence system, HMS Prince of Wales was to the north of the big carrier, where she was controlling ASW operations for the group.
As before, the group was at full EMCON so as to give no warning of their position or intention, and the ships were either at battle stations or action stations, depending upon which side of the Atlantic they hailed from.
Rain came down upon the ships in sheeting gusts that frequently came in curving horizontally down from the heavens. Aboard the Type 23 frigate, HMS Malta, on outer picket duty to the west, the seas were breaking over her bows and the water that crashed against the forecastle was deep green. It was early in the year for the typhoon season to have started, and young naval ratings that took the stormy Atlantic in their stride, discovered just how nasty nature could really be when she was in the mood.
The edge of the storm was lashing the coast of the Kamchatka Peninsula and small port of Ust�-Kamchatsk, where the PLAN and Russian carrier combat groups had gone in order to carry out repairs. The port was sat on low ground, slightly higher than the marshy ground that surrounded it. The water was too shallow and the port too small to accept anything bigger than a frigate, but the bay offered calmer waters and the protection of land based defences whilst the ships were patched up. To the west of the bay the ground rose in a long ridge called Gora Shish and beyond that the heights of a smallish mountain named Klyuchevskaya Sopka. These features masked the SW to NE running valley that ran downhill from the hills just behind Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy, to the bogs and marshes that surrounded the port of Ust�-Kamchatsk. Captain Hong was aboard the Mao supervising repairs, the repairs that could as easily have been carried out whilst they were underway, in his opinion. Admiral Li was ashore for the night, having turned the Mayor and his family out of their home, rather than stay aboard where the repairs disturbed his sleep.
With the exception of two destroyers for close-in air defence, the warships of the group had remained off the coast. With the approach of the storm they stood out to sea, giving them sea room well clear of the rocky coast in case the main fury of the storm swerved their way.
The last container ships to pass through the Bering Straits before the shooting started, were passing the mouth of the Ust�-Kamchatsk bay enroute to ports of call on the Chinese mainland. All three merchantmen�s radars picked up the warships and their captains ordered the speed reduced and lookouts posted, fearing collisions in the crowded sea.
On shore, a powerful sea and air search ground radar swept its beam through 360�. Six SA-10 Grumble air defence batteries were manned and three of their Tombstone radars also swept the horizon, augmenting the long range cover of the A-50 forty thousand feet above whilst the remainder had slaved their systems to the A-50.
Four Z2S62S6 Tungushkas, two ZSU-57-2 and four ZSU 23-4s were scattered about the port and on the higher ground above, their radars were at standby whilst they received data down-linked from the A-50, but the Tungushkas IR scanners were active. The operators aboard the aircraft were peering intently at their screens, concerned with submarine launched anti-ship missiles attacking the ships below, and as such their radar was sweeping back and forth through 100�, rather than 180. The typhoon had degraded the reception they were getting and almost constant sweeps enhanced the chances of detecting incoming missiles. They were not watching for aircraft because the only enemy carrier within a thousand miles was reportedly severely damaged and fleeing south. It came as a surprise to them when they picked up interference of a kind more severe than they had previously experienced with tropical storms. They delayed for five minutes before concluding that it was not a natural source but man-made interference and heading towards Ust�-Kamchatsk. The A-50 put out the alert to the nearby fighter station with its detachment of three Su-27s, coastal air defence batteries and the warships. Neither carrier could launch its air group as the ships were anchored and needed to be underway, heading into wind at a minimum of twenty-four knots, for their aircraft to have a chance at getting aloft. The military district headquarters passed the air raid warning upwards and ten minutes later the Premier was informed, he was not a man given to indecision.
The PRC aircraft that had first attacked the USS John F Kennedy, had staged out of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy, some miles south of Ust�-Kamchatsk and had since returned to their home bases. The reason for the choice was that it was a long-range bomber base, built in order to attack Japan, if necessary, in the 1950�s and had all the facilities they needed. Russia could just as easily staged the attack, but because the American carrier fleet had been such a thorn in their side, inhibiting their ambitions for so long, it had been agreed that China should be allowed to sink the Americans.
Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy was the home of three regiments of Backfires, two of Mig-31s and the A-50s that patrolled the region, along with a regiment of An-72P maritime patrol aircraft of the Border Guard.
Whilst the three Su-27s at Ust�-Kamchatsk were scrambling the four A-50s and fifteen An-72Ps were being ordered into the air to find the carrier that the attackers came from. In the meantime the Backfires were to upload for an anti-shipping strike, the three most experienced crews would have a pair of AS-17 anti-shipping missiles each, with 500kt nuclear warheads.
Had the weather not been so foul, the two seat F/A-18F Hornets that had made landfall to the south of the port would have been down in the weeds, but in the pitch dark with buffeting winds that was highly inadvisable.
Before the clouds had obscured the area, the US satellites had seen the enemy carriers approaching the port and the latest RORSAT�s radar images were unclear as to where in the mass of returns, the big ships were.
The leading four F/A-18Fs in this group were configured for wild weasel SAM suppression, whilst the other half carried four AGM-84A anti-ship missiles apiece, five minutes behind them. They were going for the port and if the ships weren�t there they would take on the warships at sea from the landward side.
Coming in from the sea were a further twenty-two F/A-18Cs and F-14 Tomcats, two carried nothing but jammer pods whilst the remainder were loaded with HARMs and AGM-84A Harpoons, they carried only two Sidewinders apiece for defence.
In order to burn through the jamming, the A-50 focused its radar beam even further, to the annoyance of the self-propelled ZSUs who had a quick radio conference, after which they killed the downlink and went active.
At 250 miles the A-50 burnt through the jamming and launched six land based SA-10 Grumble, supersonic missiles their way before quickly slaving the nearest four ships by data link, and launching a further fifteen of the Grumbles naval variant at the attackers also. The A-50 was in the process of slaving a further six ships air defence systems when two HARMs impacted within a split second of each other. The missiles were fired from the wild weasel element in the valley that ran parallel to the bay, they guided onto the
A-50s huge radome and the fuselage split in two, spilling out those operators not strapped in as both sections began the 40,000 foot plunge earthwards.
With the loss of their external guidance data, the twenty-one SA-10 missiles reverted to their own narrow aperture internal sensors, as they approached the incoming American aircraft, none acquired a target and they flew right on by.
Commander �Freddie� Kruger led the anti-ship element of F/A-18Fs as they sped along the valley, which would dogleg east at the far end where it opened out to the sea. His RIO, Lt Slim Templar had his eyes glued to threat screen, which with the destruction of the A-50 had cleared. They were at 500� above the valley floor, although had it been daylight they would have been at 50�. �Sixteen miles to the turn, threats clear,� he told the pilot. Ahead of them on the ground a light appeared. The preceding element had awoken at least one resident of the tiny village of Kirganik, who had come outdoors to see what all the fuss was about. It was very rare for his country's air force to be aloft at night, even rarer for them to venture down low. The approach to the small field was out over the bay.
Both elements were in trail as they flew between the steep sided mountains flanking the valley, until the first Hornet banked hard right, pulling four G�s as it shot clear of the valley, straight into the path of an Su-27 as it took off on burner from the small airfield. The vertical stabilisers were sheared from the Hornets fuselage, sending it cartwheeling toward the small town that surrounded the port.
Admiral Li had been awoken by a phone call, stating that they were under attack, at first he refused to believe it until he heard the shore based SA-10 Grumbles launch with a roar. Pulling on his trousers he shouted for his aide, asleep in a rickety chair outside his door. He snapped at the man as he entered, the Admiral was struggling to button his flies as he ordered him to open the curtains and tell him what he could see. Having flung the curtains wide both men froze� and then screamed as they saw the crippled Hornet, a split second before it impacted the front of the house.
The Sukhoi�s left intake had struck the Hornets stabilisers and sucked in fragments, which shattered the fast spinning turbine blades of the left Turmanski engine. A fragment of blade severed the left main fuel feed and the interceptor turned into a comet, trailing a 200m long tail of fire across the bay. In the thirty seconds before the second Hornet appeared, two ZSU-23-4s, a ZSU 57-4 and two of the ZSU-2S62S6s had pivoted in the direction the first American had appeared from, what followed was a slaughter. Two of the ZSUs were destroyed along with one Tombstone radar, but so were the next three Hornets, with two falling to a mixture of 57mm and 23mm cannon fire, whilst one was blotted from existence by a heat seeking SA-8 missile.
Freddie Kruger barked orders at the remainder of his element when he heard the shouted warnings from the wild weasel flight that the valley mouth was locked up with AAA. None of the lead element now answered his calls and he accepted that the worst had happened. At the end of the valley was a steep re-entrant and he now planned to fly up before turning south in a curving 180 to the right, that would bring them over the port from the north. The two surviving Sukhoi�s ignored calls from the warships to intercept the aircraft approaching from the sea, they knew the backdoor was open and intended checking that no-one else was using it before wandering farther abroad. Their lookdown radars caught Kruger�s four F/A-18Fs close to the earth with mountains both sides and loaded down with ordnance; none of the Hornets made it out of the valley.
The approaching Tomcats and Hornets radars began picking up the tracks of ships, and they pickled off HARMs to neutralise the air defence radars and switched on their PAVE TAC systems as they began looking for the carriers. At about the same time, the warship radars burnt through the jamming and ships ripple fired SA-10 Grumbles, Klinok and Hongqi-7 missiles in reply. At 30 miles out the first thirty Harpoons were launched, nineteen survived to pass the outer line of pickets where they went active, seeking the largest radar returns. Behind them a further forty Harpoons dropped from hard point�s, two continued to fall as their motors failed and hit the sea in showers of spray. Five Russian and PLAN warships were struck by HARMs, degrading the air defence cover by twenty percent. Of the first wave of nineteen Harpoons to penetrate the outer picket screen, four were dummied by chaff clouds but causing damage to ships when their 220lb warheads went off, whilst eight fell to point defence systems. The remaining seven found targets even as the second wave passed the outer pickets. Three USN aircraft fell to supersonic SA-10s before all offensive stores were expended and they could turn for home, but a further four fell into the ocean before they could get out of range.
Ashore, the senior operator of the ground station picked up a phone, he spoke rapidly into the receiver, giving the Americans last course and bearing before they disappeared from his screens. Aboard the container ships the crews found themselves in the middle of a very hot war and their captains called for full speed to clear the area. Harpoons struck two destroyers and two fleet replenishment ships, despite the clouds of chaff they threw up. Unlike the warships the merchantmen had no chaff dispensers, added to which they were far larger than any other ship outside the bay. The Pullidin Osk was carrying second-hand cars, plastic kitchen utensils and tinned foodstuffs in containers from Murmansk; she had already rolled over in flames when the last two Harpoons slammed into her. Of her companions, one was down by the bow; the foredeck already awash and her sterncastle had completely disappeared, blasted apart by two successive Harpoons. The third ship had avoided being hit by of the American missiles, as she had been in the lee of a PLAN replenishment ship, passing within 500m of the fleet auxiliary and seeking to get clear of the combat zone. The three Harpoons that struck the replenishment ship set off the munitions and 30,000 gallons of high-octane aviation fuel it carried, in a colossal explosion that rolled the merchantman onto her starboard beam and drenched her in fire. In the bay, Captain Hong allowed himself to breathe again now that the air raid was over. No Harpoon had come within three miles of hitting either carrier.
The odd mix of aircraft, that constituted the CAP protecting the three British and nine US ships, was above the storm at 32,000�.
Sixty miles to the landward of the ships, an E-2 Hawkeye had energised its radar once the air group broke radio silence to report it was returning. After half an hour its radar had painted over two aircraft.
Sat off the Hawkeye�s port wing the pair of Sea Harriers dropped toward the clouds and split, one going for each target. Two F-14 Tomcats moved from their position over the fleet to replace them, leaving the last pair as the TAOs reserve.
Papa Zero Two steered due east as Sandy Cummings completed the business of ensuring that the single AIM-54 Phoenix he carried was receiving the Hawkeye�s data stream. The big missile dropped away before accelerating and going near ballistic, its terminal flight to the probing A-50 would be almost vertical. To the north, Sub Lt �Donny� Osmond kept hold of his missiles as he entered the murk below the cloud to stalk the slow moving track ahead of him, guided in by the Hawkeye�s data link. At 400m he selected guns and flipped his own radar to active, locking up the Border Guard An-72 and sawing its port wing off at a point 2� from the fuselage, with a single burst from his rotary Vulcan cannon. He was ninety miles closer to the land than the Hawkeye, and as the Russian maritime patrol aircraft tumbled towards the sea he picked up a mass of radar tracks and they were all headed his way.
Having received the last course and bearing from the Ust�-Kamchatsk radar operator, the regional air commander decided to take a chance that the Americans would not change course once clear of enemy radar. The John F Kennedy�s CAG had gambled that the Russians would assume just that, but he was wrong.
Alerting the Hawkeye and the remaining CAP, Donny mentally kissed his ass goodbye and reefed the Sea Harrier around to face the oncoming Russians.
Being subsonic, Nikki Pelham overhauled the Sea Harrier flown by Sandy Cummings, her Tomcat and her wingmans passed him before he was in firing range to loose off his AMRAAMs. They all saw the radar track of Papa Zero Two disappear from the screens but so too had a pair of the fast approaching enemy.
Admiral Dalton was on the bridge when the first of the returning strike aircraft entered the pattern. He was the son of a sailor man, as were his father and grandfather before him, the only difference was that he was the first of the Dalton�s to have joined as a commissioned officer. The heaving ocean was causing the flight deck to roll and pitch, reminding the Admiral of tropical storms during his own flying days. On one such night, returning from a strike in the Ia Drang valley, he recalled holding his breath as his F-4s undercarriage slammed onto the deck as the bow began its uproll with a vengeance. His nosewheel tyre had burst and the main undercarriage collapsed, fracturing a fuel line and the fighter-bomber had been engulfed in flames before it even stopped sliding along the deck. Firemen in silver suits pulled him and his unconscious RIO from the wreck. Lt (jg) Dalton had puked his guts up on to the wet deck, which made a hat trick, because his bladder and bowels had let go before he had been rescued. A salty old Petty officer had stood beside him as he completed his embarrassment, chewing on a wad of tobacco and watching the foam being played over the bent and blistered airframe. Spitting out a brown stream of tobacco juice the Petty Officer had at last spoken.
�Could�ve been worse.� Dalton had wiped his mouth and looked up at the man.
�You mean I could have been killed?� The Petty Officer kept on looking at the fire fighting activity, never once looking at the shaken young aviator.
�Nope� � the �sir� being noticeably absent, �� could�ve been me in that thing, and that really would have upset your mother� Dalton�s father had not been a man to show emotion.
The Admiral smiled at the memory and looked out once again at the rolling deck and black, ugly seas, letting a shiver run through him. The tannoy crackled.
�Air raid warning, air raid warning� close all hatch�s and bulkhead doors� damage control crews, close up!� The Marine on duty saluted as the Admiral hurried off the bridge, heading to the CIC.
Nikki selected targets for her two AIM-54s and as soon as they closed to 120km she pickled them both off, as did her wingman. She thought it had bought them some time, the tracks on her screen jinked to break the Phoenix�s locks as soon as they detected them. At thirty miles they loosed the AMRAAMs and she called up the remaining pair of Tomcats that were making a beeline for them from the ships. �Get your asses in the game as fast as you can boys, we are not going to hold them long on our own.� Two minutes later and they were completely engaged with four Mig-31s, whilst the remaining nineteen continued on, clearing the way for the Backfires that were five minutes behind them.
Closer to the edge of the storm as they were, Sandy Cummings saw the first hint of dawn appear as a dirty grey haze whilst looking over his shoulder for the last pair of Tomcats, and he wondered how cold it was in the angry water below. His threat warning brought him back to the present, screaming at him that there were missiles locked onto him. He could not see anything ahead, to the west all was blackness. He ejected chaff and flares whilst pulling back into a vertical jink before rolling over into a split S, by which time Mig-31s were passing him by with the exception of two that peeled off, turning hard to get into firing position behind him. In the dark neither Russian could see what aircraft it was that they were up against, and both assumed it was a Tomcat or a Hornet. It was for that very reason that they overshot the Sea Harrier, which had come to an almost dead stop in mid-air. Sandy heard the growl of his Sparrows seeker heads acquiring the Russian advanced fighters and pickled one off, waited to a count of three and fired a second heat seeker. He cancelled the vectored thrust and closed the speed brakes, allowing the aircraft to travel earthwards as he again picked up flying speed before he turned back toward the west. He could see a thick cluster of new tracks appearing at the edge of his screen.
�There�s never a witness around when you need one!� he said to himself. No one would believe the ease� or fluke, with which he had downed the two Russian machines. He had two missiles left and wanted to avoid the jumbled dogfights ahead, in order to get in amongst the Backfires. They were travelling at supersonic speed so he would only have a chance with a head on engagement.
Nikki had accounted for one Mig-31 since the furball had started, but her wingman had mid-aired with a Russian so she was having a touch of d�j� vu right now, mixing it on her own with two enemies. On the last occasion the pilots had been experienced, in an air force that allowed its pilots to fly and train every day, unlike her present foes that thought twice a month was extravagant. After two minutes she got tone on one, and blew his ass away with a deflection shot using guns. His buddy lost his nerve and broke away, diving to the west. As tempting as it was to waste the little fucker with a missile as he ran away, her business was keeping away airframes that could kill ships and that didn�t mean fighters.
In the John F Kennedy�s CIC the staff were casting apprehensive glances at the plot to westward, where the Russian were coming from. The foul weather and high seas had caused the first three aircraft attempting to land to bolter, they were all short on fuel and they needed to get down, refuel and load up air to air ordnance asap. That wasn�t going to happen though, Admiral Dalton knew it and so did everyone else in CIC. It was going to come down to his ships air defence systems alone that would either pass or fail the task of keeping away the ship killers.
Sandy glanced at his fuel gauges and did his mental arithmetic, he had been aloft for an hour before the first enemy aircraft had appeared and he�d used a frightening amount since then. He did the sum twice and both times the answer was that he was going swimming. He counted twenty-five aircraft approaching as he set up his missile shots, once they were away he switched to guns. A fireball in the sky ahead told him that one of his missiles had scored, then he got tone on his guns without being able to see the fast approaching bomber. He touched his finger to the guns and held it down, he was still doing so when the vertical tail fin of a Backfire took off the last six feet of his left wing and the Sea Harrier began a sickening roll to the left. At 12,000� Sandy was inverted as he ejected from the stricken aircraft, blacking out as the seat shot him clear.
�We�re losing oil pressure on the right engine Nikki; something must have come loose back there.� Chubby informed her. They were in burner, closing in fast on the bombers. She checked her gauges but didn�t let up on the throttle as she bore on westwards. Somehow the smaller Sea Harrier had overtaken them when they had been knife-fighting with the Migs; they did not know which of their friends was flying the one ahead of them.
�Bye, fella.� Chubby put his hand on the radar screen and whispered when they saw its track merge with an oncoming bomber, both tracks faded out within seconds after that.
They had two AMRAAMs left and punched them both off at optimum range. Behind her, Chubby punched the air as both scored and then she got off a sustained burst of cannon before killing the afterburner and sweeping the wings forward to grab air. Pulling around in a six-G turn that had their flight suits inflating uncomfortably, squeezing legs and stomach in an effort to keep blood from draining from their brains. Despite this her vision dimmed, became tunnel like and her biceps knotted in order to retain her grip on the stick as they turned in behind the bombers.
The Backfires now had the first ships on radar and they dived toward the sea, splitting up as they did so to make the defenders jobs that much more difficult.
Nikki and Chubby had lost airspeed and ground in their turn, and Nikki swept the wings back and shoved the throttles to their stops. If it had not been for the storm the enemy would have stood out against the rising sun, as it was the east was only a slight shade lighter than the west and they could see nothing with the naked eye.
On radar the nearest Backfire was five miles ahead as Nikki double checked she was on guns and put the nose down, closing on the Russian who sat 100 feet above the waves. The oil warning light for the right engine was a harsh red glow as the engine temperature grew but she kept right on going. The heads up display gun reticule turned to green, at the same time as the right engine, fire warning light lit, but Nikki walked the tracer from one Backfires left wing tip to its right before pulling back to avoid flying debris. Only then did she shut the engine down and engage the fire extinguisher, by which time they had rolled out of the top of a half loop, heading west once more. They still had a few gun rounds remaining but with only one engine they could never catch the Russian bombers again in order to expend them.
�Oh shit, oh shit� is it out, please tell me it is out!� Chubby was ashen faced in the back as he struggled to see if flames were licking out behind them. Once satisfied that they weren�t going to be barbecued he turned back, slumped in his seat.
�Fuck me� cheated death again� jeez I�m good!�
�What about the driver?� Nikki prompted.
�What?� Oh her!..I guess she qualifies as suitable to bear me many warrior sons.�
They discussed what to do next, they couldn�t head back to the John F Kennedy while an air raid was in process, they were likely to be targeted by their own sides missiles. So they elected to orbit where they were until they got the all clear from the carrier to come on home.
Two of the surviving Migs attempted to attack the outlying picket ships with cannon, but were splashed by SM1-MR missiles, and the remainder ran for home. They knew what was coming and wanted a lot of distance between them and the ships.
The Backfires were carrying four AS-17 sea skimmers each and on the command of the senior regimental commander, they launched them all together. Eighty missiles accelerated towards the ships 30 miles away, seventy-four carried 380lb conventional warheads, and six carried 500kt nuclear warheads, the bomb that had devastated Hiroshima was only 20kt in yield.
Four aircraft from the shipping strike were down on the deck of the John F Kennedy when the air defence missiles started to fly from the picket ships. Five minutes later the Aegis cruisers USS Vincennes and USS Chancellorville, just a few miles to landward of the John F Kennedy began firing; they emptied their magazines in just four minutes.
Admiral Dalton deliberately ignored the plots and screens; it was all beyond his control now. He was stood with his hands behind his back, watching the TV screen as a Tomcat approached on finals when the bow and stern Phalanx guns began to fire. The picture disappeared, two thousandths of a second before the great warship herself did, along with eleven other warships and their entire ships companies.
No satellites were overhead during the attack on the American carrier group, they had already passed over the horizon by the time the Russian strike had arrived. The machines witnessed a temporary dawn over the horizon; it was far more brilliant than usual as three temporary suns were born within a second of each other.
In the war room shelter at space command, audible alarms sounded as the photonic flashes were measured for intensity and came up atomic in source.
When the next satellite passed over the Kamchatka Peninsula, the typhoon had disappeared as though it had never existed. The water vapour that powered it had been boiled off and the sky was a cloudless blue.
In California, British Columbia, Hawaii and besieged Japan, geological survey equipment to measure the planets seismic activity registered the detonations.
There was no sign of the American and British warships, the only vessels that remained were the surviving fleet replenishment ships far to the south. They had parted company with the warships when they had emptied their holds of munitions, and were now headed to the Hawaiian Islands to replenish. Satellite transmissions from the warships had ceased at exactly the same moment the orbiting sensors detected the nuclear detonations.
The enemy ships remained, although there were four less than before and others showed the damage resulting from near misses by Harpoons and direct hits from the much smaller anti-radiation missiles. Even worse was the scene in the bay, where the carriers and two destroyers were making ready to get underway once more.
The Premier of the People�s Republic of China, and the Premier of the new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, verbally slapped one another on the back in a rare videoconference between the two.
It did not matter to either man that the USSR presented a clutch of medals to some new Heroes of the Soviet Union, and declared the battle a Russian victory, or that the late Chinese Admiral Li was proclaimed the architect of China�s mastery of arms over America.
By late afternoon Lt Chubby Checkernovski was becoming very concerned for his pilot. Their Tomcat had been facing southwest when the false dawn had turned to daylight, with an intensity that had them slapping down the thick green visors on their flight helmets. It was as if they were flying directly at the sun, even though the light was behind them, so harshly brilliant that both had been left blinking to clear the after-images from their eyes, once it faded.
They were 67 miles from the outer screen of ships when the blast wave struck them, by which time it was but a murmur of its original force. Nikki fought to level their wings in the most violent turbulence either could remember, and when calm returned, they had gained over six thousand feet in altitude.
Both aviators had been too stunned to speak at first, Chubby had tried to raise first the John F Kennedy on the secure, directional beam before he had switched to Guard and listened to the static. Finally he dialled up each squadrons distress beacon frequency, listening for survivors in the water. All were silent.
With only fifteen minutes fuel remaining they had debated making landfall before punching out, to escape and evade, but neither really thought much of that one. It would take them two years and then some, to walk to Germany as they evaded capture and starvation, every step of the way.
The very faint likelihood that a ship would pick them up, and its crew could be persuaded to head for the states, held better odds. Say, 300,000 to 1 in fact!
They punched out at 5,000� at barely above a stall, but even in those favourable conditions Nikki had been unconscious when she hit the water. Chubby had managed to paddle his one-man life raft over to her but it had taken a half dozen attempts, and all his reserves of energy, to drag her into her own life raft. He had only achieved it by tying a line from his own raft to his wrist and diving, or rather flopping into the water. He couldn�t believe what a dead weight an unconscious person could be, even one as petite as Nikki. The damn life raft of hers kept shooting away whenever he tried to get her head and shoulders over its side. Eventually he had gotten into her raft, placed his feet against the inflated side of a narrow end, reached forward, grabbed her under the arms and leant back, straightening his body as he did so. The action drove the end of the raft down below the surface and in the end he was lying beneath the pilot in a completely swamped life raft. He had struggled out from beneath her and back into the frigid water, before mooring the two rafts side by side and bailing both out, after which he lay exhausted for a full hour. He had seen the deep rent in the back of her flight helmet soon after he had first reached her, and as he lay in his raft he debated whether or not to remove the helmet, to see what damage was visible. Eventually he elected to leave it on; it may have been providing some tiny measure of insulation against the cold. If she had a skull injury it would require the skills of a surgeon to treat, and Chubby could just about manage a sticky plaster on a cut thumb.
It was now after three in the afternoon and Nikki had a pulse but that was about the only sign of life she showed. He was shivering with the cold and thirstier than he could ever remember when he heard a voice. It was difficult to look around without tumbling out of the raft and he didn�t exactly have a panoramic view, as the swells improved his range of vision, the troughs reduced it.
Eventually he saw another life raft as the waves briefly synchronised to raise them all at the same time. The strange raft was of a different design to that of the Americans; it was larger, circular and enclosed, providing more protection from the elements. Chubby had thought to take out his tiny survival compass, to get a bearing on whoever had shouted, always providing it wasn�t his mind playing tricks on him in the first place. The other raft was about a hundred meters to the north but he was unable to paddle towards it, with both rafts tied together he only succeeded in turning in a circle.
After an hour the other raft was closer though, its larger area allowed the wind to act on it, pushing it along and he recognised the Scots Sea Harrier pilot. Sandy Cummings had his head down as he leant out of an opening, industriously using a length of driftwood as a paddle to steer them together.
The first hint of dusk had arrived and it seemed the Scotsman�s raft would overtake theirs, passing a good fifteen feet to the west, but the Scotsman dived in, towing the raft behind him. Before long the Royal Navy pilot was in trouble, the wind was pushing his raft south whilst he was now swimming almost due north, his strength failing fast. Tying his own raft�s painter around his waist, Chubby flopped over the side and swam toward the pilot. They reached one another but it seemed they both must drown; the cold seas leeched the strength from muscles, and the will to fight on from their spirits. It took a last supreme effort to gain the side of the larger life raft, where Chubby had to combine his strength with the pilots to heave him aboard.
It was dark before Nikki�s still form was pulled inside the protective canopy along with the meagre survival stores from the American rafts. It was cramped inside with the three of them, but once it was done the two men bailed out the excess water and sealed up the opening against the wind. Working in the dark they stripped Nikki naked before the Scotsman extracted a survival blanket from his own rafts stores, and between them they wrapped it around the unconscious female. Sandy ordered Chubby to strip and climb in next to her, sharing his warmth.
They had left her helmet on until then, but now Sandy cracked one of their tiny stock of chemical light sticks and set to work.
�She has a lump on the back of the head but the skins not broken� I think its concussion and shock, the cold hasn�t helped either, we could lose her in the night Chubby, exposure may have set in, see how blue her lips are?� There were two chemical �hot pads� in the life raft stores, small plastic envelopes that reacted to the air and heated up, once their seals were broken. Sandy stripped off his flight suit and under clothing before unsealing the raft and wringing out all their garments as best he could and then zipping up again. He activated the pads and squirmed his way under the survival blanket, on Nikki�s other side. The two men wedged the pads between their bodies and hers before they settled in for a long uncomfortable night.
North Pacific Ocean: 0330hrs, 2nd April:
The 1000� long antennae had been streamed almost two hours� before any transmissions, pertinent to the vessel, had been received. HMS Hood had precisely five torpedoes remaining before she became redundant, and the nearest replacements were in the Hawaiian Islands, at Pearl Harbour. Her Captain had wanted to head for Japan to rearm but the naval base was under near constant missile attack and COMSUBPAC, the USNs commander submarines, Pacific, had waved them off. Within a day and a half a single Seawolf class, US attack submarine would be on station; another was enroute from Pearl. Royal Navy Captains are not privy to their own Admiralty�s strategies and the Hood�s commander was certainly not privy to the US Navy Departments machinations, so he could only guess at where the Pacific submarine fleet was, certainly not in the North Pacific, that was for sure.
The USA had minimal land forces in Japan anyway, and soon they would be gone along with air and sea assets. US shipping in the Pacific had been federalised and ordered into ports in South Korea and Japan, the submarines were going to protect the sea-lanes from those ports to Australia, and only then could they venture forth and sink ships as they were supposed to do.
She was two hundred miles away from the John F Kennedy group when the carrier and her escorts had been destroyed; but water is a better medium than air for carrying sound and they heard the combat group die.
Hood and come out to the Pacific as part of the same flag waving exercise as Prince of Wales, Malta and Cuchullainn, and now was the sole surviving warship. Their orders requested them to return to the area, not so much to search for survivors as to show that they had tried. The Captain knew that it was a more humanitarian task, on behalf of the thousands of next of kin and loved ones, rather than a mission with a solid military purpose. For that reason he had been given a way out, room to refuse so as to rearm and continue war patrols, but he knew some of the wives and families and he knew he would have to look them in the eye again one day.
HMS Hood reeled in the floating antennae and came about, diving to 400� and set a course of 315� as he informed the crew of their task. They would be using their periscope far more often than was healthy, laying them open to detection from sensitive radars and MAD passes, where aircraft fly low, looking for their instruments to detect magnetic anomalies and twitch, telling them a submarine was close to the surface.
Germany: 1730hrs, same day.
Lt Col Pat Reed MC, arrived at a muddy track junction in some woods to take command of the 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards, or rather the two hundred and eleven officers and men that remained who were fit for duty.
He brought with him forty-seven Coldstreamers as replacements, along with two hundred and eighty-eighty paratroopers of the American 82nd Airborne battalion that had fought its way back to NATO lines at Leipzig. For a time at least, the remnants of two proud battalions would fight together as a single unit with himself as the commander, and a major from the 82nd as the 2 i/c.
The Guards RSM, Barry Stone, or �Baz the Raz� to the boys had taken a Warrior to meet them on the road seven miles away, in order to guide them in. The new CO and the American troops arrived in Bundeswehr, German Army trucks, and introductions were made all round.
Major Jim Popham was the senior surviving 82nd officer; Regimental Sergeant Major Arnie Moore was his right hand man. Both Americans carried injuries from the fight at the airport which should have excused them from combat for a while, had they not left the aid station as soon as the grenade fragments had been removed and the wounds cleaned. The four of them shared the Warrior that guided them to this spot, during the journey Lt Col Reed grilled the RSM as to what had occurred beside the river, what was now required and how were the troops. He had already read the reports and had been briefed by an officer from division, now he wanted to hear it from someone who had been there.
The RSM and the new CO had soldiered together before, so the RSM pulled no punches.
�A lot of the boys have captured AKMs secreted away; the LSWs let us down� quite badly. The section gunners binned them when we pulled out, which was about four hours� after the last one stopped working. We ran out of reloads for the Milan�s and we ran out of NLAWs too. It wasn�t that their artillery prevented replen�s being brought up, their guns were knocked out for nearly two hours�. The MOD knew we would be fighting lots of armour, yet we didn�t have nearly enough. It was their artillery that did the damage initially, the tactic of our own holdings its fire until their armour committed was bollocks, sir. They hammered us, killed a lot of men and screwed up command and control, they should have counter battery�d sooner, much sooner. The boys in the reverse slope got hit heavily by mortars, where the guns couldn�t reach, but they didn�t have as many of those as they had guns, the guns slaughtered the depth positions. We don�t know what happened to Colonel Hupperd-Lowe, once the barrage stopped he went forward, he may have been at the 1 Company CP when an airstrike took it out�
The colonel was listening intently,
�Did many get left behind, there must have been some trapped in shelter bays?�
�There is no way of telling, I just hope those who dig themselves out screw the bobbin, and think to evade right from the off sir. The enemy isn�t taking prisoners; they even kill the wounded.�
The new commanding officer was watching the RSMs eyes, he knew without asking that that he had witnessed something that angered and haunted him.
�What�s their mood, any quitters?�
�We had a handful who were ineffective after the shelling stopped, but the boys fought until we had to pull out, no one quit and they are ready for round two.� He looked at the colonel before continuing, �They are pissed off at the shiny arses in Whitehall giving them crap� again, you may see another 1918 march on Parliament when this is over!�
Major Popham was curious about the reference and the CO explained.
�The Guards are renowned for their discipline, but politicians have managed to upset us to the point that we have, on a couple of hushed up occasions, said �Enough is enough!� In 1918 we marched on Parliament with bayonets fixed.� The American raised his eyebrows and the CO smiled.
�It got their attention.�
When the Americans were discussing an organisational problem between themselves, the RSM spoke quietly to the new CO.
�We do have one problem sir, its one I personally feel strongly about, by way of an alleged discipline matter.� RSM Stone said.
�RSM, any break down of discipline in time of war is something I am inclined to come down hard on� .� wait, you said alleged, please be specific?�
�When the battalion command post was taken out, 1 and 2 Company�s had not been given the order to withdraw, although CSM Probert� � .you remember Colin Probert sir?� The CO nodded in affirmation.
�Company Sarn�t Major Probert had been given his orders by Major Sinclair to cover the companies as they fell back, only Major Manson refused to accept his word, even when it was obvious the CP was gone.� He outlined how the CSM had bluffed 2 Company�s commander and the new CO was nodding in approval.
�So what is Major Manson�s problem then?�
�Sir, he has since learnt the truth and placed the CSM in close arrest, awaiting charges of cowardice under fire.� The RSM withdrew an audiocassette and a Walkman from a pocket.
�I took the liberty of going over to the brigade signals intelligence detachment, they taped the entire battle of course, our transmissions and theirs. I respectfully suggest you listen to this copy sir, before Major Manson has his say.�
The CO went very still whilst he listened, and then replayed it twice more before muttering.
�That man was an insufferable prig when I last knew him� still thinks he is the lord of the manor, no doubt!" He realised he had spoken aloud and looked sternly at the RSM.
�You did not hear me say that, do you understand, Sarn�t Major?�
�Sir!� was the RSMs only reply.
On arrival at the battalions harbour area, all the commanders of the battalion and attached arms, units and sub units were waiting. Lt Col Reed saw straight away that there was more NCOs present, as acting platoon commanders, than there were junior officers. He had the nominal roll of who was MIA, WIA, KIA and those remaining, but seeing it for himself, with his own eyes, was rather different.
The new CO explained that the battalion was going into action at dawn tomorrow, as four under-strength rifle companies and a large mortar platoon, along with the remainder of 3(UK) Mechanised Brigade. 2(UK) Mechanised Brigade had been forming up over the last five days to the west, and was now enroute to join them. 1(UK) Armoured Brigade would be entering Germany in four days, by which time they had to have cleared out the Russian airborne division from Leipzig. He was aware of the LSWs shortcomings, as were all infantrymen, so he had brought out from the UK thirty-two gimpys. The SA-80 was in short supply as reserve stocks ran out so reserve war stocks were being dug into and he had two hundred SLRs, ammunition, bayonets and magazines, rescued from museums and the like. The older Guardsmen�s faces lit up like it was Christmas.
Lt Col Reed then dismissed all but the 2 Company commander, telling all the remaining company commanders, Hussars squadron commander, forward air, artillery and mortar platoon commanders to return in 30 minutes for an O Group. The US airborne troops went to stow their equipment on their new modes of transport, the British Warrior AFVs, and familiarise themselves with them and get to know their drivers, who were all Coldstream Guardsmen.
Once the others had departed, Major Manson approached the CO, all smiles and hand held outstretched.
�Patrick, so good to see you again� I cannot tell you how happy I was to hear you were taking over!� Which was hardly the truth, as Major Manson had cherished the hope that as the senior surviving officer he would be promoted to carry on as CO of the battalion. He paused when the proffered hand was not taken, and after a moment withdrew it.
�Why don�t you tell me what happened during the withdrawal, Major?�
Manson had rehearsed his version many times, since learning of the death of Major Sinclair before the withdrawal order had reached him.
�I take it that the RSM has already spoken to you, understandable I suppose as it is a serious discipline matter.� The CO did not make any remark; he remained standing, awaiting the Majors explanation.
�We were holding the enemy below the crest of the hill, when Probert came on the air, in a dead funk� obviously panicking and ranting that we had to get out before it was too late. Apparently the battalion CP had just been hit and it had rattled the man completely� shame really, I thought he was made of sterner stuff, obviously just a front.� He paused to take in the CO, the man�s face was impassive, giving nothing away.
�Well I realised that as senior officer it was all up to me to get the battalion out, discipline was going to pot but I managed, somehow� lord knows how I managed it, to settle everyone down� after which I gave a set of quick orders for the withdrawal� Otherwise we really would have been overrun. I kept the battalion together whilst we made a fighting withdrawal.�
�It sounds like a fine job of leadership on your part Major.�
Major Manson shrugged depreciatively.
�It�s what they pay me for Patrick.�
�It also sounds like total and utter� bollocks!�
�I say� steady on old man!�
�Shut up� and stand to attention when you are in my presence, you despicable reptile!� Colonel Reed was leaning forwards and his jaw set with anger. He withdrew the Walkman from his pocket and held it in plain view of the officer before him.
�When I first heard this radio intercept, I assumed that you had the CSM arrested in a fit of annoyance, that a mere ranker� had told you how to do your job. But I now see you tried to make personal capital out of a situation where many better men than you died. You saw it as a career opportunity � and� attempted to ruin a man�s reputation and career in so doing.� Reed was furious, he had envisioned admonishing the major for not being man enough to admit his own faults, but he had uncovered a vindictive and dishonest officer, clearly unfit to lead troops.
�Colonel, sir� I related to you the events as I recalled them� in the heat of battle, things get confusing� �
�Shut your mouth� I won�t have you in my battalion� I won�t have you in my fucking regiment a second longer than I can manage!� He brushed past the major, calling for the RSM, who appeared from behind a nearby tree, the picture of innocence.
�RSM, who is the senior Captain?�
�That would be Captain Llewellyn sir, Mortar Platoon.�
�My compliments to Captain Llewellyn, and he is now OC number 2 Company� once you have done that have someone collect this officers weapon, ammunition and any battalion equipment he has on signature and that includes rations. He is reporting to brigade for reassignment and will make his own way there.� The RSMs broad grin did not appear until he was out of sight of the CO.
Major Manson was ashen faced.
�How am I supposed to get there, its forty odd miles away?�
The CO looked at him.
�Try asking somebody who gives a shit,� and walked away, leaving the man stood alone on the muddy track.
Pacific: Same time
The clear skies of the previous day had reverted to a thin overcast of cloud. Nikki had survived the night and had come too twice, only to lapse into unconsciousness once more. The sea was gentler at the moment, as it had been for most of the day and the trio�s garments had dried, tied as they were to a thick handling strap, which ran across the roof of the raft. They could do nothing about the salt that stained them a washed out colour and remained in the fibres of the clothing, it irritated the skin but at least they were warmed once they had donned them again. Nikki had been redressed and left wrapped in the survival blanket. Earlier, Sandy had awoken from a fitful sleep feeling nauseous and worried that it could be radiation sickness. Chubby did not think so, they were miles to the west of the detonations and the wind was blowing south, as it usually did in these climes.
With the coming of daylight, they had taken stock of their meagre supplies. The raft had a tiny still, that filtered seawater into the drinkable variety but it was painfully slow, producing just a thimbleful every two hours�. Food was another worry, they had at most just three days� worth so had, after much debate, used the survival kits fishing line and hook, baited with a pickled pilchard which had so far been ignored by its live kin.
The flyers rescue beacons had been switched off, they were unaware of any friendly forces anywhere close enough to be able to effect a rescue, but they were aware that the enemy would probably be monitoring every frequency, they did not want to fall into their hands.
The day was spent checking on Nikki in between Sandy�s introducing Chubby to Blackadder fanhood, even offering to demonstrate the making of Private Baldrick�s alternative cappuccino� the offer was hurriedly declined!
Leipzig: 0440hrs, 3rd April.
Smoke and dust reduced visibility for the Russian paratroopers manning the forward OP beyond the autobahn junction. NATO had been pounding their positions every thirty minutes with an hours� worth of shelling, for the last twenty-four hours�. Inside the OP, the Russian on watch glanced at the timepiece on his wrist; it was about time for the enemy guns to make their presence known again. The burnt out hulks of a pair of Marder APCs and two Leopard II MBTs sat out to their front, along with over a hundred corpses, resulting from the Germans only effort so far to dislodge them. Their division had landed with beefed up 2B11, 120mm mortar assets, six batteries of 122mm D-30 howitzers, and thirty of the light PT-76 tanks, which had been unloaded from IL-76 transports before NATO reorganised in the air. Of the thirty-nine mixed ZSUs that the plan called for, only nine had been delivered. The remainder had been on transports that had turned back in the face of renewed NATO air superiority. The Su-37 cover had been disjointed by air refuelling problems and the resupply airlift was haphazard at best. The armour, guns and AAA that had not made it in, were now sat on the edge of an airfield, along with two field hospitals and their staffs, because ammunition now had priority, except that there wasn�t much making it in. NATO had IR sensors for its AAA too, and a lot of it was plotted up around the city. The Russian stealth fighters could defeat radar but not the heat seekers, and the lumbering Il-76 transports had to get right down on the deck in order to get through. The transports did not fly like crop-dusters and had no terrain following radar; four that had attempted the feat were now smeared across hillsides.
There were four men manning the OP, all experienced soldiers and good at their job, which was staying out of sight and reporting on all enemy movement. The OP had been sited to observe where an enemy would ideally form up before an attack on their positions a thousand or so metres behind them. The only practical spot was at the bottom of an embankment, in an autobahn service's car park, which was out of sight of the Russian forward fighting positions, and accessed by a service road in dead ground.
If the paratroopers in the OP had made a mistake, it was in calling down artillery on the German troops and armour whilst they were in the service area.
German GSG9 troopers in their military role now, rather than anti-terrorist, had spent over a day in snipers �ghillie suits� sniffing out the OP. In fairness to the Russians, they had been rather limited by the terrain in their choice as to where they could site the observation post. The OP was on its own; it did not have another post watching its back, so there were no Mk 1 eyeballs covering their �6�, just electronic ones. Small, telescopic masts that looked a lot like natural vegetation created a photoelectric fence that ringed the blind spot at the rear, where the OP could not see. The GSG9 troopers, who had discovered the masts knew the OP was nearby, and very carefully removed soil so as to create a man-sized gully, which allow them to crawl under the �fence� and search beyond it. When the OP itself was found they placed several items on, and around it. For the past six hours� every whisper the paratroopers made had been recorded, they knew the paratroopers names and the style of VP, voice procedure that they used on the field telephone. The Russians had radios and cellular phones, but the radios were not in use for security reasons and the cellular�s had no �whisper� facility that would allow them to speak into them in hushed tones yet still be heard normally at the other end.
The Germans were now ready and had four men 100m from the OP, all of whom listened to the first shells pass overhead and waited for them to land on the enemy blocking position. As the sound of the detonating shells reached them, one of the troopers pressed the button on a small transmitter.
Four half-pound charges of PE, plastic explosive, blew off the OPs turf and earth roof and killed or seriously injured the occupants, who were in no position to resist when the GSG9 troopers sprinted up and emptied their G3 assault rifles magazines into them.
The Russians had buried their field telephone landline, it was now located and a German telephone attached in place of the now smashed Russian equipment.
With the OP neutralised, the first British armoured vehicles began arriving in the service area five minutes later, 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigade had been blooded in a defence posture, it was now about to go into the attack.
Orbiting at 49,000� east of the autobahn junction, in the clear but moonless sky, Spirit One dropped its single item of ordnance and continued its circular track, as it 'lasered' the aiming point below. There was only one squadron of operational B2 bombers, and this was the unit of bat-like stealth bombers first mission of the war. NATO signals intelligence had been listening diligently for the Russian airborne division�s radio traffic, and found� silence. In order to get some kind of picture as to where the Russians were in the Leipzig area, they had to DF, direction find, their transmissions, as well as carry out ground and aerial recce�s. The answer to this apparent silence was quite simply that the enemy was utilising the cities still active cellular system by using mobile phones to communicate. In a city filled with people still using phones, but unable to phone outside the city, it was impossible to separate the chaff from the wheat.
The 2000lb laser guided �Bunker Buster� would penetrate 60 feet below ground before detonating and destroying both cellular and landline communications, bringing down the thirty-two floors of the Leipzig telephone exchange at the same time. The Russian forces would have no option but to switch on their radios and NATO could then locate the transmitters, as well as make life generally difficult by jamming their transmissions.
In their fighting positions at the autobahn, the paratroopers exchanged glances as the NATO barrage continued beyond its usual hours� worth. They were all tired from the lack of sleep that sixteen hours� of shelling in the last twenty-four had brought. The company commander at the autobahn called his forward OP, a hand clamped to his free ear in order to hear above the noise of bursting shells, but was reassured by the answer he received. His command post was constructed of concrete rubble, and wooden fence posts removed from the nearby fields supported the roof, giving the occupiers roughly 4 feet of headroom. It would have been wide enough to hold four men, but two manpack radios occupied one side with their antennae�s poking up through the rubble roof. Vision was courtesy of a 6�x3� slit at the far end facing the expected threat. The ground trembled and bucked with the impacts, and shrapnel lashed the air. This barrage was keying up the troops to await an attack that may materialise, but so far none had. The enemy were indulging in psychological warfare with them, seeking to wear them down, reflected the company commander, it was working too. He replaced the handset and rolled to one side, lifting a nightscope to peer west along the empty autobahn.
The paratrooper who acted as the company commanders runner, orderly and general dogsbody, the all necessary �gopher�, was heating water for coffee in a mess tin. Because of the dust and grit that filled the air, he had a larger mess tin held over the filled vessel to keep the crap out of it, so his attention was on his present task. Two minutes later he poured the hot water onto coffee powder and crawled up the shelter to his officer, who appeared to be resting.
He did not see the broken glass until he put his weight on his left hand.
�Ubl'yudok!� Bastard, he cursed and set the mug in his right hand down, whilst he plucked the shard out. He hadn�t noticed the glass in the past couple of days, so he looked for the source and found a smashed nightscope. It was an instinctive reaction that made him look out through the vision slit, for the assumed shell crater that had been associated with the damaged scope. As his face came into view Big Stef put a round into one of his eyes as well, before changing his firing position and looking for more firing slits near radio antennae�s.
The full weight of the NATO guns focused on the junction for twenty minutes, and did not lift until the advancing Challengers and Warriors 120mm and 30mm cannon were taking the enemy strong points under direct fire, and the Guardsmen had deployed from the AFVs and began to skirmish forward in the assault.
Whilst the Coldstreamers two rifle companies led the assault on the Russian forward positions, the American paratroops followed on behind, where they could pass through the Guards and come to grips with their Russian counterparts in the depth positions beyond.
Mention �skirmishing� to a British infantryman, and his eyes will not show wild enthusiasm. The infantrymen work in pairs, one will put down covering fire whilst his oppo rolls to one side, gets up and moves forward in a jinking run, drops, rolls again and puts down covering fire while his mate then moves up. The distance run is calculated by the time that it takes for a good opponent to select a target, aim and fire, which is about three seconds. You roll before getting up in case the enemy noted where you were firing from, and has drawn a bead on the spot, waiting for you to get up. You roll when you get down at the end of your forward rush, in case the enemy noted where you disappeared from sight and is waiting for you to stick your head up behind your weapon to commence covering fire. bergens are dropped before skirmishing takes place but it still leaves you carrying a hell of a lot of gear and it is absolutely knackering. It takes a fair few, three-second dashes to cover even a hundred metres.
A favourite way of the Brecon instructors to judge the quality of their latest batch of student�s is to get them into full NBC protective kit and skirmish them up the side of the Brecon Beacons. The exercise continues until the instructors can see the levels of vomit reach the bottom of the visors, inside the masks. The practice is best filed under �Character building� in the filing cabinet of life�s rich tapestry.
With the Warriors rapid firing 30mm cannon and the infantry gun group gimpy�s providing solid fire support, the Guards skirmished to within yards of the Russian positions. Section commanders kept their men on the ground there briefly by holding up a fresh magazine and a bayonet, which were then placed on the elderly but reliable SLRs. Since British infantry first formed line and fixed bayonets a few hundred years ago, they have been regarded as the best at wielding a weapon tipped with sharp metal fashioned in Sheffield, and with a bit of guts behind it too, of course.
Almost winded by getting that far, apprehensive at probably never having done this before for real, the Guardsmen closed the gap between themselves and their enemy, still skirmishing but now only kneeling to fire.
�Don�t bunch!� screamed the section commanders at their riflemen, as they started to gang up on enemy positions, making themselves easy targets for machine guns. The section commanders were also looking over their shoulders at the rear and holding up clenched fists, the signal for their gun groups. Now that the riflemen were too close for the gunners to safely continue providing cover, they needed to be brought up. Once the gun group commanders acknowledged the signal, the commanders pointed at where they now wanted them. The �number one�, the gunner, carried out a rapid make-safe of the gun, snapped the belt of linked ammunition about thirty rounds down and made off at a dead run with the gimpy inverted and reversed on his shoulder. The number two and the gun group commander bringing up the boxes of linked, the bags containing spare barrels and the cleaning/tool kit.
The L1A1 SLR is a semi-automatic, gas and spring operated, self-loading rifle, which means it is not an automatic weapon, but there is always a round ready to go provided there are rounds in the magazine. The longer length, 44.5� was more suited than the carbine sized SA-80 for bayonet fighting, and the Guardsmen now used it to take cold steel to the Russians with gusto and a roar. Grenades did not always precede the way, there were plenty of suitably sized lumps of rubble to hand to encourage the enemy to quit their fire trenches and meet the British above ground when these �grenades� landed at the feet of the trenches occupants.
An SLR has a distinctive metallic ringing undertone when it is fired; rapidly expanding gases propel the bullet up the barrel, where half way along some of the gases find an aperture. Still expanding, the gases are channelled by the groove in the gas plug and encounter the head of a spring-loaded piston, which is forced back by the pressure. The foot of the piston in turn pushes back the breech block and slide that compose the working parts, continuing even after the hinged tail at rear of the working parts encounters the head of the return spring in the rifles butt. As the working parts move back, an extractor lug ejects the spent case out of the right side of the weapon. Once the gases have pushed the piston all the way to the rear, a vent is uncovered and the gases dissipate, allowing the return spring to push the working parts forward again, collecting a fresh round from the magazine as it does so and pushing it into the breech. The pistons spring uncoils and propels the piston forward, where its head strikes the base of the gas plug producing the distinctive ringing sound. The entire operation takes less than half a second to complete, and the rifle is ready to fire again.
The sounds of firing SLRs, AKMs and the detonation of grenades took over as the AFVs targets were obscured by their own sides� infantry. The Guardsmen knew what had happened to their mates, who�d been left behind at the river, and it didn�t matter to them that their enemy then had been Czech, they laid into the Russian paratroopers with a vengeance. There was not a single man involved that was not scared, and that went for both sides. No one would show fear to their mates as they threw grenades and rushed in whilst its shock effect still held good. They were frightened as they parried opponent�s thrusts and followed through with butt strokes or thrusts with the bayonet. They weren�t fighting for Queen and Country, nor even for �The Regiment�, they fought for each other.
With the shortage of officers, Sgt Osgood and CSM Probert were now each commanding rifle platoons, which were attacking in a two sections up, one back formation. As a trench was taken, it was occupied by the victors who then put down fire on the next position, covering their mates as they leap-frogged forward from position to position.
Oz was out of breath when the last of his platoons� objectives had been taken. Muscles were threatening to turn to jelly as reaction set in, but he combated this by organising his sections to take the Russian in-depth positions under fire. The enlarged mortar platoon had kept that enemy occupied and unable to do more than risk the occasional shot in support of their forward positions. The Warriors and Challengers moved up and added their fire to that of the infantry as the two companies of the 82nd Airborne showed the Brits that they were pretty good at this stuff too.
Earlier at the O Groups, there were smiles raised on the Toms faces when call signs had been given. The Americans had given their companies the call signs; Metal Falcon�s One and Two, which the CO thought was a bit too John Wayne-ish, so he had given himself the call sign �Rubber Duck� and called his two Coldstream rifle companies, Plastic Chicken and Paper Parrot. Not since the Korean War had American and British units fought side by side. Both armies thought they were the best but had no real chance to prove it until today, although nobody was actually keeping a tally, holding a stopwatch or awarding marks for artistic merit. As dawn turned to daylight, both units held each other in genuine respect, with the taking of the Autobahn junction.
The Russians fought hard, with skill and not a little courage either, but for once they had been on the receiving end and it was forty minutes after the infantry assault began, before Russian shells began to arrive, and those batteries delivering them received swift response from NATO. As the Russian shelling died out, 2LI passed through the Guards and 82nd Airborne to take on the next Russian positions, at the airport perimeter. To their right, 7th/8th Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders had won their fight too and the US paratroopers and British infantry heard the sound of bagpipes.
�Poor, poor bastards!� said Reed sadly. Major Popham looked at the colonel before peering into the distance, toward the sound.
�Is there a problem?�
�The Jocks are using their porridge guns on the Russians!� replied the colonel, as he listened to the distant strains of The Black Bear.
In Schkeuditz to the south of the junction, Senior Lieutenant of Paratroops Nikoli Bordenko received a quick set of orders from his company commander as their company was to pull out of their own battalions in-depth positions enroute to reinforce the battalion at the airport. Apparently word had only just arrived that the battalion there was about to be overrun and time was of the essence, so he gathered his men and they hurriedly boarded requisitioned civilian trucks.
North Pacific: same time.
The Mao and the Kuznetsov were making twenty six knots on a course of 180� when Vice Admiral Putchev stepped out of the helicopter that had delivered him, once more to the Chinese flagship� Crouching low to avoid being beheaded, he hurried from the machine as it spooled up and lifted off the flight deck. Captain Hong saluted whilst smiling enthusiastically at the Russian naval officer.
�Welcome back, sir� how was your flight?�
�Interminable, we were an hour out of Vladivostok when I got my orders to come back. We had to continue in to refuel before returning, so I have been in the air for virtually twenty-four hours� and my ass is numb.�
He paused to observe the welding going on above their heads. �American Harpoon, I have only heard about the battle second hand?� he queried.
Captain Hong led him to his cabin and explained about the submarine attack and the air strikes, which had been two separate battles, and fought on different days, contrary to the propaganda version.
The captain had already requested a more substantial submarine screen than they�d had previously, along with replacements for the frigates and destroyers that had been lost.
�So tell me Captain,� began the Russian Admiral.
�How long before the Americans use nuclear weapons on us, and where are the Americans other carriers and submarines?�
They had reached the Admirals cabin and a seaman opened the cabin door for them.
Inside they found that the previous occupant�s belongings were still in place, and Hong fired off some harsh words in rapid fire Cantonese at the seaman, demanding to know why the cabin was not ready for Vice Admiral Putchev. The seaman looked stricken when he replied, before dashing away.
�My wife speaks like that to me, usually when I have had too much vodka than is good for me� I couldn�t fathom what she say�s either, it was rather too fast for my European ear?� stated the Russian.
Hong apologised for the condition of the cabin.
�He has been engaged on repair duties and forgot. He asked where he should send the effects, I told him to dump them over the side, after he had removed any items of value for himself and his mess mates.�
�I take it that the late Admiral Li did not improve with age?�
The Chinese officer shook his head.
�You could say that� if you would accompany me to my cabin sir, I can properly brief you on events?�
Captain Hong knew that his own cabin was clear of any electronic surveillance by his own country�s or the Russians intelligence services.
The briefing took about three hours� during that time the Russian listened intently and asked only pertinent questions, such as replacements for the lost aircraft. He was gratified to learn that even before the carriers had gone operational, the PLAN had implemented a training program for replacement pilots. Those joining would be better prepared than their predecessors had been. It was such a pleasant change from the former Admirals attitude, thought Hong. Now we can really show what we can do.
Leipzig: 0755hrs, same day.
When the brigade assigned the task of seizing the city had landed in the city�s park there had been no opposition at first. Only a few die-hard lovers who refused to let something as trivial as a war cool their ardour, had been witness to the first sticks of paratroopers landing. As was his habit, the colonel general led from the front and was the first man on the ground, quickly followed by his staff. The landing had remained unopposed for fifteen minutes until four carloads of civilian police had arrived. The police officers had been dispatched after a short, rather one-sided fire fight, but during that time Alontov�s second in command had been shot through the throat and died moments later. His aide had landed on railings and been impaled through his left foot, which reduced the number of officers on the division�s staff capable of commanding it to one, Alontov himself.
Headquarters for the 6th Guards Shock Army�s airborne division, was now situated in the sub-basement of the exclusive 18th century Kempinski Hotel F�rstenhof, where a modest single room would set you back just $265 a night, provided of course you left the mini bar alone and brought your own sandwiches.
The signals unit had set up its communications equipment as soon as they had moved in, but they had not powered it up until that morning when their cell phones went down. A major entered the particular catacomb that Colonel General Alontov and what remained of his operations staff were occupying and saluted.
�The building is now empty apart from ourselves, sir.�
�You do not approve Stefan� I let the staff and guests stay whilst we were free of the need to use radios. They were in no danger then but they are now. Eventually NATO will stop shelling the antennae farms when they work out where we really are and we will have to leave, in the meanwhile they will do their level best to reduce this place to brick dust. Do you really think that the presence of civilians above our heads would stop them?�
�They were rich and pampered sir.�
�Stefan, rich and pampered people need armies to fight their wars for them, if you go killing them off you will put us all out of work� now come here� he instructed, pointing to the wall map. �NATO are at the airport perimeter, so as was predicted, the Germans managed to forestall their withdrawal and so I have sent the signal to begin the next phase.� He turned to his artillery rep, who had his headset and microphone glued to his head.
�Colonel, what are your ammunition stats?�
The colonel did not have to refer to anything in front of him.
�Five hundred rounds per tube were delivered, that is half of what was planned for. We do not have enough for counter battery fire, but at the present rate of expenditure we will run out in less than twenty-four hours�. This damned NATO jamming is making it difficult for me to keep track, but that is my estimate sir. There was no resupply last night and if they do not get through again tonight then I hope our comrades in the north hurry the hell up, sir.�
Alontov tapped the map, his finger was beating a tattoo over the airports western edge.
�As you are aware, the attack by NATO at dawn rolled over the battalion at the autobahn junction before word could reach us here. They are now at the airport perimeter. We can survive without the airport; the air force can drop their palettes over the park, but the airport sits beside a principal supply route and the road into the north of this city. They can have the south, once the bridges across the canals are blown� but I need a maximum effort from your guns Colonel. I am taking half of the brigade from this city, all the armour we have, and I am going to push those enemy forces back and retake our old positions at the junction, and I need artillery to do that.�
The artillery rep nodded before turning back to what he was doing before and began giving preparatory orders.
�Colonel Ostrovich.� The brigade commander for the city's forces smiled at him from the corner of the room his staff was using.
�I know general, you are stealing half of my command and lending me the division� whilst you go and pretend to be eighteen again.�
�Correct my friend, the enemy effort has just about spent itself at the airport. They will be digging in and waiting for fresh troops, probably the other British mechanised brigade, which will be here tomorrow. We must ensure they commit that brigade, because once it is they will not be able to use it to reinforce the NATO line before Berlin, where the 2nd Shock Army and our Belorussian comrades will be heading quite soon.�
The brigade commander crossed the room and shook Alontov�s hand.
�9th Battalion is already mounted up as mobile reserve, I will take two 7th Battalion companies away from patrolling the streets and send them, plus their mortars to join you in thirty minutes� .take care Serge, we aren�t bullet proof young lieutenants chasing mountain tribesmen anymore!� he added with a note of caution.
Serge clapped him on the shoulder before striding to the door, where one of his men held out weapons and equipment for him to don.
Contrary to the colonel generals beliefs, 3 (UK) Mechanised had not dug in to consolidate the ground they had taken. Whilst the Russian commander was still speaking, 2LI had hacked a six hundred metre wide gap in the airports perimeter defences, which the Guards and US Airborne exploited by racing through to seize part of the cargo handling and warehouse area.
Nikoli Bordenko and a section of his men sprinted between buildings and drew fire from the bonded warehouse. Nikoli cursed as a tiny splinter of sharp concrete struck him below the left cheekbone and drew blood. The man beside him made a sound a like a punctured football being kicked, and dropped lifeless to the tarmac. The fallen man�s body tripped the soldier behind, who regained his feet and dived the last few feet to the safety of the buildings sold wall. The high velocity rounds passed them with high-pitched cracking sounds, or scarred and pitted the concrete and tarmac around them, kicking up shards of stone. The ricochets made humming sounds as the misshapen bullets spun away with a whine, the sounds of their passing diminishing with distance.
Now that the Russian paratroopers were no longer in view of the warehouse, the firing slackened off but did not die out completely.
The soldier who had stumbled was swearing as he examined the damage, a round had sliced open the back of his camouflaged trousers leaving a six-inch vertical rent. His left buttock was reddened around a long, shallow gash in the soft flesh, and he pulled apart the edges of the ripped cloth to view the injury.
�Shit, shit, shit!� Nikoli reached over and tugged at the underwear that was also exposed. The small, American flag and happy face design on the boxer shorts drew laughter from the rest of the soldiers. �Sergeant, I told you not to go into that wrecked gift shop yesterday, looting is a serious offence� and the Fashion Police around here would seem to have a licence to kill!� he told the injured man with a grin.
�Well fuck-you-very-much for your concern sir, but someone just gave me an instant third buttock!�
�Look on the positive side, sarge� � another paratrooper added.
�It is an extra vent for all that bullshit you�re full of.�
�Just for that you sodding gobby Georgian, you can find us a way into this building� preferably without me getting shot at again!�
To a civilian, it may have seemed callous that they were laughing and joking just moments after a messmate had died. However, the laughter was partly nervous release and the dead man was not forgotten, because they would grieve for him silently once the adrenaline had settled and the fighting was done.
Three hundred metres away in the bonded warehouse, Colin Probert was handing out captured AKM-74 assault rifles and ammunition to his men.
�Use these until the ammunition runs out, save your own until then. Remember� single, aimed shots only, if anyone goes Audie Murphy on me he�ll catch my boot up his arse!� They had used a lot of ammunition and most of their grenades taking the place and needed to take advantage of whatever supplies were at hand. The enemy would counter-attack, probably sooner rather than later so bricks were being removed in the walls to allow them to engage the enemy and eliminate the number of blind spots about the place. Just removing bricks is not enough, a high velocity round will go straight through brickwork, with the exception of the SA-80s ammunition of course, and they needed to add some protection around the loops in the walls.
The Light Infantry�s breakthrough had been unexpected, and there had been a scramble to get men aboard AFVs and through the breach. Only four Warriors had reached the buildings before heavy mortar and artillery fire had isolated them here. They had lost five men dead and six wounded clearing out the Russians who had been here and in the building site behind, which left six US 82nd troopers including their RSM, and twenty-one Guardsmen to hold on until the cavalry arrived.
In the time that the enemy had held the building, they had obviously helped themselves to some of its contents and the new occupants had thoughts along the same lines. When Arnie Moore and Colin had returned after gathering up the AKMs, they found British and Americans alike hurriedly doing up flaps on bergens.
�I�m not going to say anything,� Colin had begun.
�� so long as you can still carry your kit� without ditching any of your own equipment and without getting pissed.� By which he meant drunk rather than angry. However at that point there had been a shuffling sound and Guardsman Robertson and the other Tyneside ladies� man, Aldridge, came huffing and puffing into view carrying an enormous boxed, widescreen television set, which according to the packaging came complete with a Surround Sound system, DVD, Blu Ray and Video. They�d frozen when they saw the two warrant officers looking directly at them.
�And just what may I ask, are you going to do with that thing?�
Both young soldiers spoke at once.
�It�s for me Mam� its �er birthday next week.� stammered Aldridge.
�It�s for me Granny, she�s an �undred t�morrer!�
Arnie Moore had chucked away to himself.
�Boy Colin, you sure do bring up your boys to look after the lady folk!� but Colin�s face showed no such amusement.
�Put it back where you found it, and do it now!� However, once they had shuffled and puffed back out of sight he�d allowed a big grin to spread across his face.
�When I joined the Second Battalion, 2CG, it was away in Cyprus and I got stuck on the rear party at Chelsea. The boys were in the thick of it as UN Peacekeepers, dug in on Nicosia airport between the Greek National Guard and the Turkish Paras. In the middle of the battalions territory was the bonded warehouse. I remember going to the docks at Southampton with the rest of the rear party to collect the heavy kit that wasn�t airlifted back by Herc�. We didn�t have Milan�s then, the anti-tanks were equipped with the 120mm �Combat� a recoilless anti-tank gun, and damn great things they were. There were two customs officers stood with their backs to us on the edge of the dock, chatting away to each other and having a fag� that�s a cigarette mate, not someone who is light in the loafers. Anyway, a Combat was lowered onto the quayside in nets, and we were getting it unravelled, ready to hook up to a �rover, but the muzzle cap came off, and that barrel was stuffed with fags, camera lenses, bottles of Uzo and single malt that started to slide out. We were shovelling that stuff back in like men possessed, and the whole time those two customs men were just ten feet away.�
�The spoils of war, eh?� Arnie smiled.
�We don�t get combat pay in this man�s army, so I reckon I can turn a blind eye to a small amount of wealth re-distribution!�
Back in the present, a group of Russian paratroopers had run behind a nearby building, leaving one of their number lying motionless in plain view after the defenders opened up on them.
�Hurry up with that stuff!� The 82nd�s RSM shouted at the two teams he�d detailed off, to utilise forklifts in fetching bags of cement from the building site. The cement bags were being stacked like sandbags inside the warehouse around the firing loops, which the 82nd men called �forting up�, whilst the Brits called it sangar building.
There had been an unusual lull in the firing, which the Warrant Officers took as ominous. �Someone�s planning something nasty, I can bloody feel to it. Make sure you people get some top cover on those things, all kinds of shit is going to be falling on our heads otherwise.�
Three of the Warriors were in the building site, taking advantage of the additional protection afforded by stacked piles of building materials. The drivers and Rarden gunners had cammed up the vehicles by leaning sheets of plasterboard against the vehicles. From there they could cover the rear of the warehouse whilst the fourth Warrior was parked between stacked aircraft luggage containers at the side of the building, its barrel peeking between the stacks. The AFVs had been ordered not to open fire or reveal their presence unless it was an emergency, because no one else had appeared from the NATO lines to support them, and neither Moore nor Probert thought much of the �last man, last bullet� option. If it got too hot, they would bug out, and it would be quicker and safer to ride back to friendly lines aboard the AFVs than it was to try running across 700m of flat, open ground.
Colin had tried to get some friendly air, mortars or artillery on line for when they needed it, but no one had made them any promises.
On the roof of the maintenance shed opposite the warehouse, three of Nikoli�s paratroopers had finished prying loose bricks with their bayonets and now had firing loops from which to fire down into the tiny NATO enclave. Down below, their comrades had done the same.
Nikoli himself was calling in a mortar fire mission on the warehouse, emphasising to the MFC, mortar fire controller on the other end, that he and his men were only 300m from the intended target. He wanted the first �belt� of mortar rounds to be �over� rather than �under� when they landed. His other two sections were in the building they had left previously, and they would emerge and flank the right side of the warehouse once the mortars had the range. He cursed as NATOs white noise swamped the airwaves, and consulted a list before changing to the next frequency shown, once there he re-established contact with the mortars.
Hobbling up, his sergeant carefully lowered himself down onto a toolbox, taking care to rest just the right buttock on the hard surface.
�Are we set yet, sir?�
�Six minutes,� he replied and swung the short-range radio onto his back.
�Get them under cover in case those fools can�t shoot straight� call them down from the roof too, once the fires adjusted they can go back up.�
The next few minutes were a flurry of activity as drain covers were removed and the Russians, with the exception of Nikoli, took cover. The young lieutenant had to be in a position to observe the fall of shot, something that could not be achieved from below ground.
He could clearly hear the mortar rounds pass overhead and heard them exploding somewhere but couldn�t locate the fall of shot, there were too many buildings obstructing his view. The only thing to do was to ask them to repeat the shoot with smoke rounds this time and when they came in he spotted the smoke way off to the left and it took five adjustments before the warehouse was straddled.
�Right boys, get to work!� he shouted to the section that scrambled out of their holes and began firing through the loops they had made in the walls. The metal staircase rang with the sounds of three pairs of boots hurrying up to the roof. Once he heard them firing up above he changed frequencies and listened for a moment before shaking his head in frustration. The next frequency on his list was also being jammed so he changed for a second time, and ordered the remaining sections to begin their flanking attack.
By the time Colonel General Alontov arrived at the airport, one side of the bonded warehouse had collapsed outwards, dropping a portion of the roof into the building, but the defenders had beaten off the sustained efforts of the platoon of paratroopers under Nikoli�s command. Two Guardsmen and an 82nd Trooper had been killed, whilst four more had been injured by enemy fire or falling building materials, the injured were all now aboard the Warriors. They had prevented the Russians from flanking them and left seven enemy paratroopers dead from the attempt.
Ammunition was beginning to worry Arnie Moore, despite his constantly controlling the fire being put down. As is the normal practice, the troops had been numbered off for ease of command and control; he had a voice saving device in his hand in the form of a compressed air operated rape alarm. The high pitched shriek of the alarm was audible even to the machine gunners in mid burst, and they would cease-fire and listen out for his commands.
�Even numbers� go on!� After about thirty seconds he would depress the top of the alarm again and order the odd numbers to continue, and thus far they had managed to conserve ammunition as well as they could and keep the remaining Russians heads down.
Colin had confined himself to the radio, trying to drum up some support of the physical kind, i.e., troops to help them enlarge their foothold within the airport perimeter. The mortar fire coming in on they had ceased abruptly when an A-10 Thunderbolt wasted the enemy mortar line responsible, but that had been chance, rather than Colin�s doing.
�Hello Sunray Three One, this is Zulu Three One Alpha, over.� The �Zulu� denoted a vehicle empty of its troops; in this case it was the Warrior at the corner of the building, which was calling him up.
�Sunray Three One, send over?� answered Colin. �Sunray� is the name for a unit or sub-units commander and the CSM was now the acting platoon commander of No. 1 Platoon, 3 Company.
�Zulu Three One Alpha, we see figures four Papa Tango Seventy-Twos and figures six Bravo Mike Papas headed your way, over!�
�Three One roger� all Zulus standby to collect your call signs and Foxtrot Oscar.� he rolled to the side and stuck his head out the back of his tiny sangar before calling out to Arnie.
�Regimental Sarn�t major� !�
When Arnie�s face appeared, Colin gave him the thumbs down gesture, the sign for �enemy�.
�Armour and APCs coming our way� our carriages await us to foxtrot oscar, pee dee quu!�
Arnie nodded. �I�ll stay with my guys until you get mounted!� but Colin shook his head.
�My wagons closest sir, I�ll keep my section here until I hear that thing in your hand, then we�ll bug out.�
It was the practical thing to do and Arnie nodded in agreement.
Colin dragged the radio out of his sangar and pulled it onto his back as he crawled across to the section of Coldstreamers from his vehicle.
�Lance Sarn�t Daid, give it some!�
He let the section commander give the order for rapid fire and twisted his head to watch as RSM Moore shepherded the remainder out of the back door.
Colin hand his rifle to the gimpy gunner.
�Gimme the gun� get them moving lance sarn�t, I�ll be right behind you.�
The first BMP and light tank appeared as they ran for the door, and Colin aimed short bursts at their vehicle commanders� heads, which were peering out in the direction of the rather battered warehouse, before he turned and sprinting for the far doorway.
He didn�t hear the light tanks main gun fire, but its shell entered the front of the warehouse through a gap in the brickwork and struck a weakened roof support at the back. Colin found himself sat on his backside and choking on the dust and smoke from the explosion that had collapsed of the roof at the back end of the building. He could see enough to know that the only way out was through the front, under the Russian guns.
�All stations Three One, from Sunray, I�m screwed� bug out, NOW!�
His soldiers� instincts were to come back and try to extract him, but he was a company sergeant major and they were the Guards, which meant that you did as you were told at the time and bitched about it later.
Popping smoke, the Warriors beat feet for friendly lines whilst keeping the warehouse between themselves and the enemy AFVs.
Colin looked at the belt on the gun; he had about fifteen rounds remaining although he still had one full magazine in his left pouch. He crawled back the way he had come and gathered up discarded links, ejected from the gimpy along with the empty cases. It hardly made much difference to his chances, five short bursts worth, but on emptying his magazine he hurriedly linked up the twenty rounds into a belt, that he then clipped to the end of the one already on the gun, after that he just waited.
After throwing smoke, Nikoli, his platoon, and one other closed in on the wrecked warehouse. All the loops made in the walls by the NATO troops had received a round apiece from the BMPs 23mm cannons.
He had been prepared to request that the building be flattened; rather than lose any more good men, however, the divisional commander himself was on scene and wanted prisoners.
On reaching the comparative safety on the front wall without taking casualties, Nikoli�s unwelcome attachment had approached to within three feet of a damaged section of wall, and called out in English. The hole made by the defenders had been the size of two bricks; the APCs cannon had widened it enough to crawl through, if one were feeling suicidal of course.
Nikoli was close behind the man, who had burdened him with the added responsibility of his presence.
�Hello in there, why don�t you come on out� without your weapons of course�?
After a few moments a voice had answered.
�Why aye� an� why don�t yez jus� fuckin� come on in too, like� we out yer bondook of course, hinney?�
Colonel General Alontov turned to Nikoli with a frown on his face. �I do not have the faintest idea of what he said?�
Nikoli was frowning too.
�He�s a Geordie sir, from Tyneside in the north-east of England, the north side of the river Tyne where it runs through the city of Newcastle, to be exact� and his wife�s name is Janet.�
Alontov stared at the young lieutenant, he was not even aware that the man even spoke the language, now it seemed he was an expert in dialects� and possibly having a joke at his commanders expense.
�Company Sarn�t Major Probert� Colin, stop fucking about and come out. None of you will be harmed� it�s Lieutenant Bordenko.�
�Fanny M� well fuck me but it�s a small world!�
Colin had laid the accent on thick when the first voice had called on him to surrender. On hearing his friend�s voice he answered in his usual accent, which was much diluted by years in the army.
�Lieutenant� ?� Alontov queried his subordinate.
�I spent some time as an observer with the British Army, until the war started in fact sir. That man is a friend of mine� and a very good soldier, he may well decide to go down fighting.�
Alontov looked at his watch; the last two battalions from the city would be arriving very shortly. He had a battle to fight and this diversion would have to be curtailed.
�You have five minutes to persuade him to lead his men out, after that time I will destroy the building, lieutenant� � but Nikoli had lain down his weapon and pushed past the general, dropping down and was squirming through the hole.
Colin had been trying to watch all possible entrances at once when smoke wafted in from the outside and he had pounding feet. To the best of his knowledge, the enemy had taken no prisoners at the river and if he was not shot out of hand he had no desire to be tortured. It had come as a shock to hear Nikoli calling him by name and the daylight was blocked out from one of the holes, but he held his fire. In the gloomy interior, the only illumination was that provided by the light streaming through holes made by enemy fire. He recognised Nikoli by his breathing as he pulled himself through the hole.
�Hold your fire!� Nikoli paused when he heard Colin shout; he could see little and did not want his good deed for the day to end with a bullet, blunt or sharp edged instrument
�If you�re the first to surrender Fanny, it�s going to get a wee bit crowded in here, mate.�
Nikoli peered into the interior, trying to locate the voice. It sounded as if it came from down low so he looked there, but there were only shadows, some darker than others were. He kept his hands in plain view and looked carefully around him, if he hadn�t known better he could have sworn that he was alone here.
�Lieutenant� are you all right?� queried Alontov�s voice from without.
�Well Colin� am I?�
A dark shape separated from a deep shadow and stood, the dull clink of belted ammunition reached Nikoli�s ears.
�You can tell him you are fine, mate, but I have no intention of surrendering my arms just so you can put a bullet in the back of my head or pull my teeth without anaesthetic.�
Nikoli was a little puzzled but called.
�I am in no danger, Colonel General sir.�
�Good,� came the general�s reply. �But you have only three minutes young lieutenant� So use them well.�
�Your people kill our troops after they surrender, or are captured� even the wounded!� He explained what had happened at the river, and what he knew of similar events in Belorussia.
Nikoli could see that Colin was apparently relaxed, yet the nozzle of the GPMG that hung from his shoulders by a webbing sling never wavered from where it was pointing, at his own midriff. Colin continued.
�I thought I knew you better than that Fanny, do you agree with it � or just look the other way?�
�I know nothing of this Colin� honestly. You have my word that our orders are to treat all prisoners according to the rules of the Geneva Convention� to the letter,� he added sincerely.
Despite their different ranks, the two men had been friends at Brecon and Colin weighed up the Russian officers words. If he stayed here he would die, but if he left with Nikoli, he would always have the possibility of escape.
�Ah bollocks!�
He turned sideways on to Nikoli and opened the gimpy�s top cover, allowing the belt of rounds to fall away and carried out a complete unload. Nikoli let out a breath of relief as he watched the dark outline of the British soldier remove the gimpy�s butt, slide out the working parts and throw them into the darkness.
They emerged from the hole into the daylight where Nikoli nodded to two of his paratroopers who stripped off the Guardsman�s webbing and searched him. While this was going on Nikoli approached the general.
�Sir, do you know of any orders to kill prisoners?� Alontov frowned as his lieutenant related the British soldiers� words.
�I know this man well sir, he is too intelligent to be taken in by propaganda, if he says it happened then it probably did.�
The colonel general was a complex man, who on the one hand had approved the destruction of entire cities if it restored his Motherland, the Rodina, to its rightful place, yet on the other hand the murder of fighting men who served their own countries bravely, disgusted him. As a professional, he knew that his enemies would fight all the harder if they believed they had nothing to lose. When it had been confirmed that only the Washington bomb had gone off, he had felt secretly relieved, although it only meant they would have a tougher fight on their hands.
During the planning of this war, the question of prisoners had naturally been planned for. Enemy troops were to be placed into internment camps until all resistance to the new Soviet Union had been overcome. The anticipated, massive destruction would require a workforce to rebuild the cities and infrastructure. Who better to serve as the core of that workforce than the captured troops?
�Blindfold him and bind him properly lieutenant, take him to the brigade headquarters here at the airport. I want to question him later but in the meantime you and your men are to guard him, understood?�
London, England: 1100hrs, same day.
The US Embassy in Grosvenor Square is one of the few buildings in the British Isles to call its �ground floor� the �first floor�. It is one of the little details that separates the British from the Americans, along with driving on the wrong side of the road and having not having roundabouts at road junctions.
Security for visitors is not oppressive once you enter the door; that begins once you try to go up, to the floors above. Scott Tafler and Max Reynolds were ensconced in the �clean room� upstairs. Its construction and constant screening made it secure from all known forms of eavesdropping.
�No one is happy with our borrowing an entire squadron of F-117As, and a half dozen B-2s, even if it is only for one night for most of them. Those stealth fighters of the Ruski�s took us all by surprise, and NATO wants the Nighthawks over Germany to counter them.� Scott informed the head of the London station.
�The air force will do as its told, the joint chiefs have given the plan their full backing, plus there will be six Raptors arriving from stateside this lunchtime.� Scott was intrigued.
�Six Raptors, is that all they have?� The project had cost billions and was years behind schedule.
�Congress has a hard-on for one size fits all, one aircraft for all the services, that�s why the Tomcat�s the navy has are irreplaceable, all the tooling to build more was destroyed.�
Scott was appalled.
�How the hell are they going to replace the losses we�ve had� and which asshole ordered the tooling destroyed?�
�I am not at liberty to say� however, the SecDef was what the Brits would call �A right wanker�.� Scott grimaced at the appalling Hollywood cockney accent.
�At present there are only one hundred and twenty one Tomcats still in existence, I understand that there are some A-6 Intruders out at the bone yard that are being refurbished, made ready to replace the strike assets that have gone. As to the question of congressional stupidity� try writing to your congressman.�
�Wasn�t there a retired Admiral who proposed buying the production licences for Russian airframes and putting US engines in them, at a fraction of the cost?� Scott asked.
�There was, but the big US military manufacturing community, had too many people on The Hill tucked in their pockets for that to ever be realistic� I guess we are paying the price for electing some people who make straight for the trough. They have delivered on one aspect though; we are getting more anti-satellite missiles.�
Scott nodded and got back to the matter at hand.
�The buddy stores capability of the Spirits has helped a hell of a lot with the tanking aspect of the mission, according to the air force planners.�
�What about our crew and the weapon?� Max emphasised the last word.
�It arrives tomorrow, system checks have been completed and it�s good to go. So is the pilot and bombardier, the air force ran psychological tests on them both, they�ll push the button when the time comes. At the moment they are putting in simulator time before strapping in and scaring the sheep in the Highlands.�
�On the subject of nuking a piece of Russia, how are Major Bedonavich and Miss Vorsoff taking it?� Max asked him.
�Neither was na�ve enough to believe that we would, or could put troops on the ground to capture or kill the leadership. I didn�t even try to pretend that we would even consider it as an option. Major Bedonavich has actually been in one of the bunkers, and that was a help in itself because it was the first that we knew, that particular one existed.� Scott rubbed his chin.
�He is not ecstatic about using a bomb on a bunker, in his country or anywhere else on the planet for that matter, but he believes it is the only way.�
�It has got to be hard on the man, it�s not a position I would like to be in if I were called on to facilitate the dropping of one on America� how about the girl?�
�I don�t think we have a problem with either of them, on that count.�
Max Reynolds forehead creased a fraction, he was a �people reader�, trained to read body language and pick up on minute clues as to what may be going on in another person�s head.
�What?� was all he asked Scott now.
Tafler took out two folders, one slightly fatter than the other. He handed over the larger one first.
�Debrief section, last page, and the third paragraph down.�
Max turned to the page in question and looked up at Scott when he finished reading.
�Does Major Bedonavich know about this?�
�If he does he hasn�t said� and I did not see that any purpose could be served in broaching the subject to him.� He then handed over the second folder, which bore the FBIs logo and the subject�s name. �Findings section, second page.�
Max started to read and raised his eyebrows soon after, before double checking the name on the front of the folder and reading it again.
Near the Oder River, Poland: 1128hrs, same day.
Forests cover almost twenty-eight percent of Poland, much of it untouched by forestry management, and although it did not make for classic tank country it did provide good natural cover for a defender. Four miles from the Oder River in the 1940�s, the German Wermacht had built a bunker complex within the primeval forest, and the Soviet Red Army had improved and expanded it in the 1960�s. Today it appeared to be as abandoned and neglected as it had been since the Soviets had quit. The chain link fence surrounding it was rusted and hanging away from supporting posts in quite a few places, and the minefield had been cleared years before. Birds and animals from the forest had taken up residence in the reinforced concrete guard posts and there was nothing to suggest that it was the nerve centre for the defence of Poland against her old Russian occupier and allies.
Joseph Ludowej accompanied his minister on the seven-mile journey along the tunnel of a worked out coalmine before reaching a much newer, vertical shaft. A lift had taken them up to the command centre, sixty feet below the surface where his president, cabinet and High Command of all the polish armed forces was gathered with their staffs and the NATO liaison team. The minister was as tired and fraught as his personal secretary was, so he had not noticed how withdrawn the man had been over the last few days. Joseph�s work had not been lacking; there was nothing there to indicate that he was under any greater stress than was to be expected, given the current circumstances. The polish army and air force were planning to drive across the border into Belorussia and into the flank of the Red Army Group that had finished reconstituting after the kick in the teeth it had received earlier. Joseph knew that much, but not the details.
The minister left him in an anteroom with various other functionaries before passing through to the war room and Joseph looked about him, nodding to acquaintances as he counted heads. He had deliberately mislaid the ministers briefcase before they had left on the journey to reach this place, delaying them for almost thirty minutes to ensure they would be last to arrive. Everyone else was here, the heads of all the armed forces and the cabinet, so Joseph began his play acting, swearing softly under his breath as he hurriedly opened his own briefcase and reached inside it. There was little room for documents inside the case, but he opened it in such a way as to conceal the true contents and depressed a switch before removing a folder and closing the case once more. He held the folder high and rushed toward the war rooms� door as if he had an important document he had forgotten to give to the minister. The armed sentry on the door knew Joseph by sight and name, the Defence Ministers personal secretary always had a smile and a cheery greeting for everyone, unlike some of them who were too full of their own self-importance to so much as say good morning. Joseph was relieved that the sentry did not argue or hinder him but held the door wide, permitting him to enter. No one inside the war room noticed his entrance except an air force colonel when Joseph jostled him. The colonel was about to ask him his business but noticed Joseph was muttering to himself, it sounded like
�Forgive me Karena,� repeated over and over. Exactly four minutes after the switch had been depressed, a bomb containing four pounds of Semtex H in Joseph�s briefcase exploded.
It had been the government and strong leadership of the armed forces, that had been the principle reason for the failure of the coup days before, and both of those elements had now been removed, permanently.
Leipzig, Germany: 1445hrs, same day:
Alontov was not in the best of tempers when he appeared at the brigade headquarters. NATOs fighter bombers and their artillery�s counter-battery missions had prevented him from doing more than re-securing the perimeter and forcing the enemy back a couple of hundred yards. The effort had cost him four of his precious light tanks and five APCs, along with almost a hundred and sixty casualties.
The enemy was fighting furiously and resisted his counter attack like men possessed. The prisoners they had taken were convinced they were going to be tortured and killed. Three in fact had been shot, when they killed one of the soldiers guarding them and tried to make a break for it. The Geneva Convention forbids prisoners from killing or injuring their captors, but as these men obviously believed his men wouldn�t play by the rules then why should they? The matter of the wounded was also a concern to him, two full field hospitals were supposed to have been delivered towards the end of the airlift in, but they hadn�t arrived. All he had were combat medics and two surgeons per battalion, and the equipment they carried was minimal. He could, and was using the hospitals in the city, but NATO had yet to unleash its full force, when that happened he would have civilians too, swamping those facilities. He caught the eye of the major commanding the signal's detachment.
�Get me the NATO commander on the radio; I want to discuss a cease fire whilst prisoners are exchanged.�
The major hesitated.
�Sir is that wise?�
Alontov looked at the man questioningly.
�Sir, our own signals intelligence� outside of this division, will be certain to intercept it� what I mean to say sir, is that your motives might be misconstrued by the High Command?�
Alontov gave him a cynical smile.
�The seat polishers will have to come here if they want to arrest me, I do not think I have very much to worry about on that score, so� do as I ask.� The signals major nodded and began to turn away. �But thank you for your concern anyway Major,� Alontov added.
Poland: Same time.
Elena Ludwej had knelt with her arms around her three sobbing daughters as the van that they had been bundled out of now disappeared around a bend on the forest track. She had no idea where they were, a woman wearing a ski mask had merely pointed down the track and stated.
�Go that way.� It was in the opposite direction to which the van had left in, and so she soothed her girls as best she could before picking up little Lulu and they had set off.
It was a warm spring afternoon and she had told stories to the children as they walked, it helped her put aside, temporarily, their ordeal at the hands of the masked men and women who had appeared in their home with guns and knives.
She never knew what it was that they wanted of them; they had been taken by the same van on a long journey, although how long not something she could tell as her watch was broken. She had been allowed to say just a few words to her husband by telephone on two occasions, the rest of the time they had been kept in a locked room without windows. Their captors had spoken rarely, but when they had their accents sounded like they came from the north of Poland. Her thoughts on being set free were to contact her husband and the police, who must surely have been searching for them and their kidnappers.
After two hours� of walking, the children were tired and hungry. The track they were walking on was now running along the side of a hill and the trees thinned out on the downslope side. The bottom of the hill was only about a hundred yards away where there was a tarmac road. In the field on the far side of the road Karena saw a tank and the polish soldiers, who were the crew, sat on the vehicle�s turret, so she waved and called out. Apart from glancing in her direction the soldiers ignored her and Karena stopped her antics. This was very odd, she thought the soldiers looked rather dejected and there was something odd about the tank, which she could not quite place. If nothing else they could give her directions to the nearest village or town, or perhaps even use their radio to call the police, so she started down the hill. Her arms were aching from carrying Lulu; the two-year-old was growing so fast these days. At the bottom of the hill she heard the sound of heavy engines, their reverberating noise began to fill the air and she called the other two girls to her. Looking along the road in the direction of the sound of approaching vehicles, she saw it disappeared into a dark woodland tunnel where ancient trees spread their branches wide. Early leaves were bright green and they conspired to block out the sunlight that fell upon the road, and Karena felt a shiver of dread run up her spine. Three armoured, eight-wheeled reconnaissance vehicles shot out of the darkness and into the sunlight. Travelling at about fifty miles an hour they tore past, their passage ruffled the hair and clothing of the woman and her three children before disappearing around a curve. She looked across the road at the soldiers, who had watched the vehicles with disgusted expressions. The rattle of tank tracks emerged from the sound of heavy engines, drawing all eyes back toward the tunnel-like spot. Like the reconnaissance vehicles, the tanks when they emerged were travelling at speed and Karena pulled her daughters with her as she stepped back a few paces.
As the first of many main battle tanks thundered past, Karena looked opened mouthed from the small flag on its antennae and back to the tank in the field. The soldiers were making no effort to prevent the tanks flying hammer and sickle flags from driving into their country, and the polish tanks main gun remained pointing backwards across the engine deck, away from the road.
German/Czech border: 0021hrs 4th April
Forty-six aircraft crossed the frontier enroute for Leipzig, a further sixteen orbited over Czech territory, these last aircraft were the Il-76 tankers and an A-50 AWAC, within the protection provided by AAA and with friendly air riding shotgun.
Ten Su-37 Golden Eagles led the way, and as before they were looking to remove ground radar and AWACs to ensure safe passage for their charges, Il-76s heavily laden with ammunition pallet�s, mostly for the artillery.
For their debut, they had had the benefit of surprise and the use of the enemy�s radar data hacked and downloaded by Red Army intelligence. Tonight they had only their wits and radar absorbent skins to help them, because NATO was not going to be suckered again as it had during the battle for the Wesernitz.
The previous night, NATO had their AWACs aloft but they had bolted to the rear well before the Russian stealth fighters had come within firing range. Everywhere, radars switched off and stayed off, it was as if NATO could see them coming but did not engage them. What NATO had engaged though, were the transport aircraft and the Red air force could only theorise on the cause.
Between the line of German brigades and besieged Leipzig, NATO had a crescent of AAA systems that had IR tracking and acquisition capabilities.
Unlike radar, there is little to alert an enemy to IR scanning except the systems small super-cooled sensors.
Radars day as the all-powerful secret weapon became numbered not long after its birth, when someone realised that with the right equipment the source could be pin-pointed. Admittedly its death is a long time coming but come it surely shall, and the nail that seals the coffin will be some other form of long range surveillance technology, as good as if not superior to the cathode ray tube. The smart money is already on how long before the successors Achilles heel is found though.
Infrared sensoring on Jernas equipped Rapiers, thermal cameras on Crotale NGs, Piranha wheeled AA vehicles thermal sights for their Mistral missiles, Roland�s Glaive sight systems and the Stormers IR sensors formed a barrier that nothing warmer than its surroundings could cross undetected.
The vehicles were in groups, and at least one would track the hi-tech Russian fighters for as long as possible once they had passed overhead.
Four pairs of F-117A stealth fighters were aloft and waiting for the advanced Russian fighters and they received their initial intercept data from the AAA units on the ground.
The first flight of four Il-76 transports were not to know it, but they were the bait that would locate the NATO AAA units that were so hindering the resupply of the airborne troops holding Leipzig.
72 Battery, Royal Artillery had divided into teams of three launchers each and were covering their sector, seven miles in length to the southwest of Leipzig. Elderly FV-432 APCs were the tractors that towed the Rapier FSCs. Field Standard C, systems to the firing points and the eight Mk2 Rapier missiles attached to the rotary towers.
Gunner Sally Whinley and L/Cpl Peter Gaurt unhooked the missile trailer before moving away the APC. The Dagger and Blindfire radars remained off whilst the passive infrared electro-optic sensor, mounted on the top of the turret was activated. The tracking device was soon in use providing passive target detection and acquisition in the Rapiers radar-silent mode. At the weapon control terminal the operator ran through his checklist and once satisfied that all was performing as required, the signal was sent that they were ready for business. Gaurt and Whinley got busy with pick and shovel and soon had dug a deep shell scrape, which they occupied, watching for enemy troops roaming behind the lines.
It was three hours� before any airborne sources were detected and when they were the data was swiftly analysed. The pair of Su-37s they had detected was tracked as they passed them by and the data was passed on down the line.
In their hasty defensive positions Peter and Sally remained silent as they listened for hostile movement. Being so close was difficult for them as they were in the very physical discover phase of a relationship that had begun just a fortnight before, when Sally had joined the unit after a swiftly curtailed basic training course. It is hard to keep a romance secret in the closed environment of a mixed fighting unit and the other members of the unit had cottoned on quickly. Sally was a very pretty eighteen year old girl from Hertfordshire with an almost fragile quality about her and a lot of the ribbing Peter got from his mates was envy based. The battery sergeant major was not overjoyed when Gunner Whinley had joined the unit because she had no to-arms skills to offer the under strength unit. It wasn�t her fault that the war had broken out before she could complete her basic training and skills-to-arms course, so she was just an extra pair of hands and a warm body on the stag (sentry) roster. Peter was the 432s driver, and as such had no other skills other than the not too difficult task of attaching reloads, a skill quickly mastered by Sally. The unit had been stood down for essential maintenance the previous day and L/Cpl Gaurt had taken the Gunner Whinley with him in the 432 to a nearby village, ostensibly to forage for fresh produce. The healthy young couple�s relationship had taken the next step up in a small copse far from prying eyes, with a frantic half-hour� copulating amongst the conifers. And so it was that they now concentrated hard on their tasks as sentries, in order to ignore each other�s presence.
An hour after the stealth fighters had past, the first lumbering Il-76 transports were detected at 8,000�, an altitude that was far higher than was safe but one that they had been ordered to fly at.
One of the transports was within their engagement area and a single Rapier 2 leapt into the air. The Rapier FSC system has the ability to process seventy five threats per second and sort out friend from foe whilst it is doing so, but for that it needed its frequency agile 3D pulse Doppler, J-band radar. There were not supposed to be any NATO aircraft in their engagement area so the missile was loosed anyway, without the need to go active on radar and inspect its credentials.
It took twenty seconds for the Soviet operators to pinpoint the firing point by radar backtracking, another thirty seconds to send the co-ordinates to the gun lines and three minutes for the first shells to leave the barrels. The time of flight for the shells was a further one minute seven seconds.
The launching of the Rapier was the signal for the sentries to return on the double because they were in danger of receiving unwanted attention, should the launch have been detected.
Peter reversed the APC up to their Rapier trailer and leapt out to assist the rest of the crew attach it. Adrenaline was coursing through all their veins in the knowledge that enemy artillery or ground attack aircraft could at that moment be heading towards them.
The trailer was hooked up and the crew dispersed at a run to their various vehicles. As Peter put the 432 into gear a flush faced young female Gunner closed the rear hatch behind her and let out a nervous giggle, relieved that they were now moving and out of danger.
Sixteen 240mm shells arrived on the battery�s position before it had reached safety, one landed squarely atop Peter and Sally�s APC, tearing through the thin top armour before exploding. It had taken the Gunners just too long to hook up and move on to their next firing positions.
When the shells arrived at the firing points before Leipzig, most of the AAA units were already in the process of relocating to new sites and one other was destroyed, also a were towed Rapier unit, it took longer for them to relocate. The Crotales, Pirhanas, Stormers and Roland�s were all self-propelled, so for them it was a case of shoot �n scoot, but three suffered damage from artillery fire that put them out of action for the night.
A somewhat ragged gap had been created for the ammunition airlift to enter, although eight more of the big transports were shot down whilst entering or egressing that night.
The Nighthawks had the advantage over the Russian stealth fighters inasmuch as they had a last bearing, course and speed to work from in hunting them, other than that it was back to the dark ages as far as night fighting went. The billion dollar aircraft were reduced to groping about in the dark for their enemy, much as their wire and canvas skinned, biplane predecessors had when looking for Zeppelin�s over London and the Home Counties, almost a hundred years before.
Two Su-37s left fiery trails down from the heavens to the hard unforgiving earth but so also did a Nighthawk.
North Pacific Ocean: 0910hrs, same day.
Uncharacteristically, an almost flat calm greeted the periscope of the Royal Navy Trafalgar class SSN, HMS Hood. The thin ESM mast with its radar absorbent skin had preceded the way to the surface to sample the electronic traffic, both radio and radar. Radioactivity had been monitored since even before they had turned about, they were at war and it was looked for as a matter of routine. The seawater was tested as they progressed along and the air above was also sampled whenever the ESM mast poked up above the waves, a RAD counter monitored the different rays and their levels whilst another device tasted the breeze for toxicity as it tested for Chemical and Germ warfare agents.
The vastness of the Pacific was diluting the highly irradiated water at ground zero. There were dead fish aplenty, many were from species that lived far below the surface where light never reached, siphoned to the surface by the thermal effects caused by superheated surface water.
There were no human bodies, nor any wreckage or flotsam from the carrier group in the area, all of that would now be dust and vapour. The ESM mast could detect no distress beacons from life rafts either, so once the periscope disappeared below the surface the ESM followed it.
The predominant currents and wind had been calculated to give them an idea of where any life rafts might now be, had any aircraft been outside the danger area when the Russian nuclear weapons had destroyed the USS Kitty Hawk and her escorts. The Hood altered course and her captain gave orders to go deep, they would approach the surface again in two hours�.
Nikki had regained consciousness during the morning but was extremely weak. They had no method of feeding her nutrition or fluids intravenously whilst she had been unconscious, and now that she was awake they had limited water and food with which to help restore her reserves. She was propped up against the inflated wall of the raft, which improved the cramped conditions slightly. The seawater still was only designed to supply water for one person, but here they were with three of them now fully reliant upon it. The half-litre bottles of fresh water in their survival vests had long since been drunk. The best they could hope for was that it would rain and they could use the canvas sea anchor to collect the rainwater and fill their small bottles from that.
The fishing line was trailing in the sea and Sandy had it tied around his little finger, in order to feel any nibbles. With the slight increase in room, Chubby had used a marker pen to draw the squares on the �deck� that they now used as a chessboard. The chess �pieces� were squares of paper from Sandy�s notebook.
Chubby�s Knight was about to take Sandy�s last Bishop and put him in check when something collided with their raft.
�Anyone alive in there?� a Lancashire voice hailed.
Chubby was nearest the entrance to the raft and leant out to see an elderly man with sun weathered skin kneeling on the deck of a Ketch, he held the lifeboats painter in his hand, still wet from the ocean it had been fished out of with a boat hook.
�Yes� � Chubby was startled.
�There are three of us.�
He hadn�t noticed anyone else until a voice called out to the man on the deck.
�Who is it Eric?� The speaker was a tiny elderly lady who had the same accent as the man.
�It�s a bloody foreigner, that�s who!� grizzled the weather beaten sailor.
�Mind your language and help him on board!�
Muttering under his breath he secured the painter to a cleat and extended his hand to the American, helping him onto the deck. It took two attempts to assist the weakened Nikki aboard and the elderly lady left the wheel to hurry forward, where she fussed over her and hustled her below. Sandy brought with him their meagre supplies and the seawater still before the raft was cast adrift.
�I suppose you�re a bloody yank an �all?� was his greeting from the sailor.
�No I�m not, I�m Scottish.� He replied with a friendly smile, but if he thought his rescuer would be pleased he was mistaken.
�Another bloody foreigner, the best thing about Scotland is the road out of it� do any of you speak Chinese, there�s one of them lot on board too?�
Philippines: 1100hrs, same day
On April 27th 1521, at a place now called Puerto (or Punta) Enga�o in a wide bay on the north of the low lying island of Mactan, Fernao de Magalhaes or to give him his Spanish name, Ferdinand Magellan, the great Portuguese explorer in the pay of the Spanish crown, had attempted to land and take the island by conquest. The local chieftain, a warrior by the name of Rajah (Chief) Lapu-Lapu had been kept abreast of Magellan�s activities by spies and messengers; he had no intention of being delivered unto Christianity and a Catholic God by way of a sharp edge across the back of the neck.
Apart from gunpowder, the other piece of high technology of the day that gave the invaders military superiority was armour plate, helmets, back and breastplates that protected vital organs. Lapu-Lapu and his men had only native Kampilan�s, Kalis and Daga�s, spears, broadswords, daggers and loin cloths along with their skill in the art of Kali and the Kun Tao way, a form of martial art. However, Lapu-Lapu may have been a primitive heathen in the eyes of the European invaders, but he had a warrior�s eye for tactics and a keen mind.
The spot that the boats from the Trinidad, Concepci�n, and Victoria headed for is no longer a sandy shore, Mangrove has long since choked off easy access from the sea, but it was here that Lapu-Lapu and his men lay in wait for the Spanish and their Portuguese leader.
When the Europeans jumped from their ships boats into water it came up to their chests in some cases. Both protected and hampered by helmets, arm and torso armour they had left off the plate that protected ham strings, knees and thighs because full armour and deep water are a bad combination for the wearer. Lapu-Lapu and his men attacked, unburdened by the heavy steel plate that weighed down their enemy wading ashore. Lapu-Lapu himself is said to have slain Magellan by stabbing him in both inner thighs before he could reach dry land and the first wave of invaders were routed, with the remainder forced to retire.
481 years later, on the afternoon of April 4th the invaders were Chinese and they also chose to land in the same bay, now named the Bay of Magellan. By landing there they had but a short haul to the joint civil and military airbase. Not much further away to the southwest lay the two road bridges spanning the Opon Channel, beyond that channel lay the larger island known as �The Princess of the South�, Cebu.
The only usable strip on Cebu for aircraft had been built by the Philippine Army Air Corps in 1941 at Lahug Field, Cebu City. It was overrun by heavily armed Japanese marines who�d been landed by seaplane in 1941, retaken by the Americans in 1945 before falling once more to Japanese in business suits in the mid-1990�s, who promptly built a shopping Mall and business park on the land. It may not have been conquest in accordance with the Bushido code, but it did far better on the stock markets.
A successful military occupation of Cebu as a base of operations required the use of all-weather tarmac runways, and Mactan had the only one.
With the Philippines Navy fully engaged off the islands of Luzon to the north and Palawan to the west in harassing other Chinese landings, it fell to the army to defend Cebu and Mactan.
The PRC had no paratroops available to seize the airport and so it had been left unmolested by their navy and air force as they needed it undamaged and operational almost immediately upon capture.
Colonel Lucio Villiarin was the commander of Philippine forces on Cebu and Mactan, an infantryman by trade and the son of a fisherman; he had spent almost his entire career fighting Muslim extremists on the southern islands. He knew he couldn�t keep the enemy from landing, he strongly doubted he could prevent the airfield from falling into their hands, but he was going to bleed them every yard of the way before withdrawing into the hills to fight on guerrilla style.
Once he had been informed that Chinese forces were heading for the Philippines he had set to work utilising whatever lay at hand, local shipping, and the construction teams at the airport who were expanding the airport facilities and buildings, and Cebu�s quarries and bottling plants.
Colonel Villiarin had few forces on Mactan; the barracks next to the airport at Benito Ebuen Air Base was empty and rigged for demolition. What he did have, aside from airbase defence troops, were OPs covering the shoreline all along the coast.
The colonel had read the situation well and had done his combat appreciation. The southeast shoreline was the territory of the tourist resorts with their palm trees and white sand beaches, all of it was suitable for a seaborne invasion, but the not-so pristine beaches to the north were equally ideal and far closer to the bridges and the airport.
All the airbases C-130 Hercules had left the previous day to move troops and supplies on Luzon, as had the smaller Caribou transports and helicopters. They had huge quantities of aviation fuel at the airport for the military aircraft and civil airliners, but the field was now bare of aircraft with the exception of a China Sea-Pacific Airlines A318-100 Airbus, grounded by an electrical fault.
A fleet of vehicles had carried barrels of aviation fuel to Cebu harbour where they had been loaded along with barrels of diesel fuel aboard the numerous rotting and rusting hulks that inhabit any port in the world. From there the hulks had been towed to designated sites and their sea cocks opened, once demolition engineers had finished preparing them.
Captain Timothy Yukomata of CSP Airlines had slept aboard the aircraft for the past two nights whilst he awaited the arrival of a technician to fix the fault on the aircraft. No technician had arrived and the manager of the airline office in Cebu had left the decision with him, whether or not to fly the aircraft to safety in Australia. He killed the time by listening into the local military radio traffic and watching the army engineers and civilian construction workers. As a hole was dug an angle grinder cut a shallow groove from it to the buildings and after half an hours� activity in the hole, it and the grooves were sealed with poured concrete and then smoothed over.
He had been on the Sydney to Manila run although the aircraft had few passengers on the trip, mainly Filipinos anxious to return to their families or eager to fight. The airline was part owned by the Philippines government so it was not much of a surprise to Timothy that he was also carrying items described as �machine parts� as freight. It was hardly an original ploy but they obviously sought to get as much ordinance to the island as they could, by any and all means before air traffic their ceased. Carry munitions and passengers was definitely a no-no under civil aviation rules, but he would bet good money that for the past few days every inch of space on all aircraft landing in the Philippines had been packed with similarly described cargo. When ATC had broadcast the news that Okinawa was being invaded and Luzon was under air attack, they had been only a half-hour from Manila, therefore in danger of being attacked. He had turned the aircraft around with the intention of landing his passengers at Davao on the second largest island in the Philippines, Mindanao. The engine fire warning light had prompted an emergency landing at the nearer Mactan International, even though it was patently obvious on the flight deck that the port engine was fine. Regulations stated that the aircraft could not be flown until the fault was rectified but there were no Airbus qualified maintenance crews at Mactan and they were ordered to wait for them to arrive from Australia. However, no civilian airliners landed at Mactan as it was now within the war zone and the passengers left the island by ship, along with the rest of the crew the next day. Timothy had contacted the local military command centre, desperate for news of Okinawa and he had gone bearing gifts, the freight that had been intended for Manila. In return for the �machine parts�, which incidentally turned out to be of the shoulder fired, armour-piercing variety, they had shown him US satellite photos. It took him a minute to realise that what he was looking at was not an old aerial photo of the Somme battlefield. Rocket artillery and fuel air munitions had obliterated his village from the map along with the neighbouring town of Naha, where their parents lived. He knew in his heart that his family had been home when the Chinese attack had begun, so he chose to remain with the aircraft and the solitude that the duty brought, left alone with his thoughts.
The PLAN landings were supposed to have taken place before dawn, but a problem had arisen with the engines of the older of the two amphibious assault vessels taking part. The shallow draft Yukan class landing ship had gotten underway again, taking station behind the smaller but deeper drafted Yuting class Xux. It was late morning before the assault ships and their escort of two frigates, a destroyer and three fast attack boats were sighted by a fishing boat, one of many acting as early warning pickets lying out of sight of the islands.
Aboard the fishing boat, the skipper checked his charts and GPS before sending a clear and precise sighting report by radio. Colonel Villiarin was in his command post on a hillside above Cebu City when the fisherman�s report was received. The skipper was a retired bosuns mate with twenty years� service in the Philippines Navy behind him. Villiarin listened admiringly as the number of ships and types, position, course and speed of the invaders was sent over and over. After a minutes worth of transmission, gunfire could be heard in the background but the skippers voice remained calm and clear until the first hits by a rapid firing cannon began to rake his vessel. There was silence in the CP as all present stared at the speaker on the man-portable RT set, the fishing boat skipper merely raised his voice to be heard above the noise of exploding 30mm cannon shells as he carried on reporting until suddenly the transmission ended in mid-sentence.
The three OPs covering the Bay of Magellan had been dug by JCBs operated by the airport�s construction crews. Timber, concrete slabs and sandbags protected them from the coming storm, after which sand and earth had been smoothed over, camouflaging them from prying eyes. The soldiers� manning the OPs stared out across the open waters of the bay where only fishermen�s buoys bobbed on the waves. The enemy ships were still below the horizon when the roar of aircraft engines broke the quiet of the bay and the large shadow of an airliner were cast upon the sea, heading northeast.
The lookouts aboard the PLAN amphibious assault ship Xux were alert and scanning the horizon for periscopes, ships and aircraft. Emcon was in force
Despite the loss of nights covering shroud, and although they knew the location of all Philippine Navy vessels, a satellite pass had caught several Singaporean surface combat units transiting the Sulu Sea, presumably enroute to Australia. At this moment those vessels could be anywhere within a 100-mile radius of their last known position and contact with them could wreck the planned landings.
Rock from the islands quarries had been loaded into the Cebu fishing boats hold and its mast removed, creating low visual and radar profiles. Hastily applied blue paint added to the reason that the small vessel went undetected by the lookouts. Once her radio had begun transmitting however, the PLAN had her position locked down to within six feet.
The fast attack boats had closed rapidly on the tiny unarmed vessel which they had sunk within three minutes of opening fire, but not before her skipper had reported troop carrying helicopters onboard the larger vessels spooling up and crewmen aboard the assault ships, hastily operating the ships large derricks, swinging outboard the hovercraft that occupied their fore decks.
The PLAN task force carried two battalions of marines, two light tanks, two BMP-80s and the means to deliver them ashore by helicopter, hovercraft and LC (T), landing craft (tank). As the defenders probably knew where they now were, they lost no time in putting the first stage of the assault into operation. Two Hokum attack helicopters raced towards the horizon whilst six troop carriers followed on, destination Mactan International airport.
A hundred marines were packed aboard the Ming Tz assault hovercraft, the noise of the turbofan engines reverberated across the water but inside their armoured hulls the troops had only been aware of the crush of their neighbours as they held themselves upright by gripping the rails welded to the cabin roof in the troop compartment. There had been no room to sit and no seating even if there had been for the men were packed in like sardines. Four of the five rotating gun turrets housed twin mounted 7.62mm machine guns, set at each corner of the rectangular hulls. A 23mm cannon occupied the fifth, set slightly forward of the centreline, above the cockpit.
Heading southwest at forty-nine knots the gunners had scant moments to register the civilian airliner that passed 50� above their heads, heading northeast at three hundred and eighty knots.
Timothy Yukomata had at least been able to silence the audible engine fire warning, but he had to remind himself that he had not long to endure the constant chatter from Nagging Nellie, scolding him in a digitally created voice that he was too low.
A quick warning was broadcast to the task force from one of the three fast attack boats that preceded the hovercraft, but the Airbus had arrived before completion of the message, ploughing into the Xux at full throttle.
The Hokum�s had arrived over the airport with little or no warning and made short work of dispatching the pair of .5 calibre machine guns in a sandbagged emplacement atop the arrivals terminal. Six other bunkers about the airfield were chewed up by their cannon, but they saw no troops on the ground. To all intents and purposes the facility bore every sign of having been abandoned in haste. The runway-widening project the helicopter crews had been told of appeared to have reached the point where the hardcore in the foundations awaited its first covering of concrete. The extension to the existing departures lounge was at the concrete and cinder block shell stage but no construction workers or airport personnel were to be seen.
The troop carriers followed the plan for an unopposed landing; the major in command of this phase had sneered in contempt that the Filipinos had not even attempted to block the runway before running away.
Three of his helicopters dropped off marines about the perimeter and once done the major ordered his own and the two remaining helicopters to land on the hard standing before the arrivals and departures buildings. Intent as he had been on looking for enemy points of resistance he had not noticed the colour and texture of concrete was not uniform. As he sprinted across the concrete towards the airport buildings he had in fact noticed, then dismissed, that the marine in front of him had left depressions in a five foot square patch of concrete that had not quite dried, as he ran across it.
The troop carriers had begun to lift off again to add the firepower of their door guns to that of the Hokum gunships when a Filipino combat engineer turned a handle that completed the firing circuit.
Far away in his hillside CP, Colonel Villiarin had watched with satisfaction through a telescope as heavy demolition charges destroyed the hard standing, buildings, tower, barracks, fuel dump and finally the runway where they had tunnelled at an angle below its foundations to place them. He had been too far away to distinguish individuals but the specks of four helicopters, one of them a gunship, had been swallowed by the fountaining concrete, rock and tarmac.
The Filipino troops in their OPs heard the hovercraft before they came into view, they were built for speed rather than stealth and the powerful engine plants, which pushed their bulks over the waves, could not be muted without losing efficiency. Even whilst the debris was still falling to earth, the airbase defence company had emerged from their camouflaged holes and waded into the surviving Chinese marines.
The first enemy vessels that hove into view were the fast attack boats, like greyhounds in line astern they�d entered the bay, pouring cannon and machine gun fire into likely cover, venturing to within 80� of the shore as they did so.
Aside from reporting by landline the OPs took no further action, they had only one other task to perform before un-assing and bugging out.
Crewmen aboard the three fast craft saw the sea heave up to seaward of them and reported to the task force that the enemy had heavy artillery.
The troops in the OPs had been briefed that they needed to have line of sight to the fishermen�s buoys with their attached short range HF receivers, but with the fast attack boats churned up the waters, it had set the buoys bobbing wildly so it took over a minute of frantic button pressing before all the charges in the sunken hulks went off, rupturing barrels of Avgas and diesel, releasing their lighter than water contents. They had waited for the hovercraft to enter the bay before depressing a second switch, which detonated the incendiary bombs, affixed to the buoys radio receivers.
Hovercraft are lifted by cushions of air retained within the vessels skirts, which are usually made of rubber or similar, plastic based derivatives. The engines that produce the air cushion also provide propulsion, drawing in air in the case of the Chinese craft, through air scoops set in the hull.
To the pilots of the two craft when they eventually approached, the unobstructed view of the beach was replaced by flame and black oily smoke. Although they had already throttled back to 30 knots, they had plunged into the holocaust before they could sheer off. One pilot had slammed the throttles forward and held his course whilst the other threw the controls to the left, seeking to escape back out to sea. Neither action had saved the craft because starved of air and with the air scoops filters clogging with soot, their engines had at first laboured and then stalled.
Back aboard the big ships, the marines aboard the stricken Xux that were already aboard LC (T)s were stranded below decks. For their craft to be launched, buoyancy tanks in the ship�s hull have to be vented of air, allowing the mothership to settle in the water whereupon stern doors open, flooding the internal dock and the LC (T)s float out. Far from that happening, the Xux was down by the bow and engulfed in flame from the waterline to the top of her mangled superstructure. The bow down attitude raised the stern higher in the water but even had the LC (T)s been able to launch the sea all around the Xux was aflame. Timothy Yukomata�s Airbuses fuel tanks had been filled to capacity.
The remaining ships had continued on their way, abandoning the Xux and all aboard her to their fate as command of the operation passed to the second in command on the older Tinxu. In that ships command centre, reports had been coming in that had painted a bleak picture. Three marines from the heliborne assault were putting into practice their E&E, escape and evasion skills and did not known if any other of the troops on the ground had made it. The runway had been heavily cratered and so reinforcement by fixed wing aircraft was out of the question. The three fast attack craft had been forced to beach in order for the crews to escape the spreading sea of flames by wading ashore; they reported both of the hovercraft had been destroyed with all hands.
A Hokum and three troop carriers had been returning empty and when they were ordered to do a 180 and recover the three marines and stranded seamen they had switched off their radios, the crews being thoroughly rattled by events.
A wise man will never say
�It cannot get any worse than this!� because sod�s law dictates that as soon as the words have left his mouth, it bloody well does.
The new PLAN commander hadn�t said or even though the words but his day had gotten worse within minutes anyway.
In the channel between Cebu and its eastern neighbour Bohol, eleven missile and four anti-submarine patrol craft of the Singapore armed forces escorted eight minesweepers, assault ships and amphibious transport docks. With the political leanings of their neighbours uncertain, they had feared internment if they requested refuelling from them and so were enroute to Cebu to beg fuel for their voyage to Australia. As payment for this service they had intended offering the services of two of Singapore�s Rikon class coastal patrol submarines and crews, which at that time were playing rear guard. An AEW Sea King from one of their Fearless class assault ships had intercepted the PLAN Task Forces transmissions and seen the rising palls of smoke.
For the task force commander to have turned back from his mission would have been to invite a bullet behind the ear, despite the losses they had so far suffered. The task force still had a battalion of marines and the naval gunfire support of the destroyer and frigates. Once the Hokum gunship returned he would refuel it and send it back up to locate and destroy the reported heavy guns. Obviously a drastic rethink would be required in order to snatch success from defeat and he had leant over the chart table, scrutinising the map of the islands and ordering the radars switched on. He needed their eyes to see whatever else the damned Filipinos had lurking in the wings.
To the south of the PLAN ships, five Sea Lynx helicopters under the control of their AEW Sea King had sprinted in at wave top height and loosed off two Penguin anti-shipping missiles apiece before racing back to their motherships to rearm. When the PLAN radars came up the missiles were skimming the waves and only a thousand yards out, the radars painted the incoming vampires and six fast approaching Singaporean missile patrol boats eighteen miles away. Three of the Penguins slammed into the southernmost PLAN frigate; five struck the destroyer whilst the waterlines of the Tinxu and the second frigate were holed by a missile apiece.
Penguin anti-shipping missiles are smaller and lighter than the Harpoon, they lack the destructive power to wreak havoc on a ships superstructure as the bigger missile does, instead it aims for the waterline where the sea will assist it. Small warheads or no, five holes in the port side of the destroyers� hull at the waterline caused an almost immediate list, as did the strikes on the southernmost frigate. One detrimental effect on those ships fighting abilities was to greatly reduce the range of their radars to port as neither array had self-stabilising gimbals. With their electronic eyes sweeping well above the horizon to starboard, and well below it to port, neither ship could attack the Singaporean vessels or even defend against their missiles until they were within five miles.
Contrary to all expectations the invasion had been repulsed and the invaders routed, the spirit of Rajah Lapu-Lapu would have looked down with pride at what had occurred on the site of his own victory, and so close to its anniversary.
At 1545hrs the Singaporean surface combat ships and their charges came within view of the colonels� telescope. Trailing behind those ships was a pair of LC (I)s, Landing Craft (Infantry) carrying the survivors from the PLAN vessels which had gone from being formidable warships, to mere �hazards to shipping� bulletins for ships charts updates on coastal waters wrecks.
Atlantic Ocean, Canada and USA: 1122hrs, same day
Emerging into the sunlight, a hire van exited the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel and crossed Battery Park, making its way to West Street and then north to Chelsea. The driver and passenger were both white Caucasian�s in their late twenties with mid-west accents, but the driver drove confidently in the big city traffic, a cap tilted down over his forehead and an elbow resting on the sill. Going a short way up Tenth Street the driver stopped the van in traffic whilst the passenger pulled the peak of his baseball cap down, then jogged from the van to another hired van. This second van had been slightly longer than the one he had exited, ensuring the problem free transfer into the space of the shorter vehicle. Motorists behind the van that obstructed their free passage made their feelings felt in the usual New York way by leaning on car horns and yelling out of open windows. The first vans passenger had pulled out of the space and forward just far enough before stopping and running back, to guard the vacated area against opportunist parkers. He�d waved and smiled at the car drivers behind, ignoring their vocal protests whilst the first van had reversed into the space. With apologetic waves the two men hurried back to the second van drove off, circling around to head back the way they had come. One hour later a 500lb bomb inside the parked van exploded whilst a nearby bar and diner�s trade were at the lunchtime peak, killing forty-three and injuring another ninety, of whom many were local residents and passers-by. That target of the bombers was dock workers from the piers beside the Hudson River were having their lunch breaks in the two establishments.
In Canada, a barracks outside of Halifax was mortared with heavy loss of life; the mortars used where prefabricated from steel piping and had been fired remotely.
Outside a hotel in San Francisco, the crew of a federalised airliner was machine gunned by the pillion passenger of a motorbike, as they awaited their transport to the airport where they were scheduled to fly troops to Australia.
All across the United States and Canada that morning orchestrated acts of sabotage and terrorism were carried out, targeting the war effort and the workers who sustained it, be they military or civilian.
Three hundred and eighty miles off the eastern seaboard, Major Glenn Morton checked the gauges before him and eased back a fraction on the throttle, easing away from the big KC-135 tanker. �Trident One is full tummy� thanks for the drink Texaco!�
The big ALASAT hung below the belly of the F-15C as he moved back on station, awaiting the call to launch on another surveillance satellite.
The stockpile of the weapons had risen to ten in the past couple of days and the plan was to knock down all the satellites that China and Russia had in orbit. That meant they needed rather more than they had available at present, plus of course the enemy could always launch more, but Glenn reckoned they had to start somewhere and here was as good a place as any to begin.
�Trident One this is Yoda� steer zero eight four degrees and buster, you are weapons hot.� Glenn went to full afterburner to build up airspeed whilst punching in the commands for the big missiles tracking, acquisition and launch program. They hadn�t given him another Angels to climb to in preparation for the launch so he pulled back into the correct 55� climb required by the launch profile.
He was carrying one of the new weapons today and the powers that be were confident that an expensive double shot at the target was unnecessary. The missiles had been tested a dozen times and were being kept under the tightest possible guard until uploaded onto the airframes.
At 40,000 feet Major Glenn Morton was anticipating the ALASATs growl in his ear on its eventual acquisition of its target, when there was a bright flash accompanied by momentary, yet intense pain.
Trident One disappeared from the radar screens at the same time as the ground/air data link ceased. The missile had not malfunctioned; it had not even acquired the RORSAT it was intended to destroy.
Under the circumstances, all nine remaining F-15Cs of the ASAT squadron were grounded pending an enquiry. When a USAF officer, a graduate of the Air Force Academy, on the air force guard detail responsible for guarding the airframes failed to appear for his next rostered duty, all the aircraft were inspected minutely. It took a full day to find that all of the F-15Cs had custom made explosive devices with altimeter triggers, secreted next to wing tanks.
In Washington DC, the search for survivors had not lasted as long as it would have done under peacetime conditions. With so many collapsed buildings a level had had to be found, a point where someone had to say, enough, and move on to the next building. The rescue workers were working under the very real danger of death and lasting harm from the existing conditions, despite the protective clothing that provided some barrier against radiation. Bomb damaged buildings have a nasty habit of falling on people who are disturbing the delicate balance of rubble that may be supporting damaged walls, in their search for trapped survivors. In view of the danger, only volunteers were working in the rescue teams, and to their everlasting credit, every able body in the police and fire departments had stepped forward when the situation was explained. The National Guard had more volunteers than it had protective clothing for them to wear. Construction workers, doctors, nurses and paramedics also numbered amongst the volunteers.
Quite incredibly, some law firms had sent ambulance chasers to the city and refugee camps to persuade victims and relatives that the overloaded emergency services, doctors and nurses, had not done enough to find victims in the rubble, not done enough to save limbs or alleviate suffering. Pending lawsuits were estimated at over $200 billion in damages against the police and fire departments, hospitals, the National Guard and civilian volunteers. The lawyers and para-legals descended upon the grieving and those in pain, thrusting pens into shocked hands and legal papers before stunned eyes.
At one such tented refugee city, two smartly dressed representatives of the legal firm of Zxul, Stroppel and Hext, approached a middle-aged man who sat on a canvas camp chair. The camp was situated in fields ten miles outside the city limits, and despite the short length of time it had been in existence; over twenty thousand pairs of feet had trampled away the grass into the wet earth below, creating muddy tracks between the green tents.
The young man and young woman wore designer business suits and Italian footwear, with mud now marring their hand tooled finish. The leather document case�s they carried bore genuine designer labels and everything they wore was genuine, with the exception of their expressions of sympathetic concern.
The target of their interest had hair matted with brick and cements dust and grasped a newspaper in his right hand. His clothes were filthy and torn, his footwear which was a size too large, had been issued to him by a charity here at the camp, his own shoes were buried beneath the rubble of a hotel. On his lap sat a battered carry-on bag and the expression he wore was obvious to the most insensitive person as one of abject misery and loss. It was this very expression that had drawn the two toward him, along with his apparent age; after all, if he had lost wife, children and grandchildren, then he was a potential multi-million dollar claimant.
He listened to their spiel and answered their questions in a monotone, and in their turn the lawyers hid well their disappointment that he had no grandchildren, only his wife, a son and a daughter buried beneath the collapsed hotel where they had been staying.
�Who you gonna sue then?� asked Rudi Pelham.
�Well, I understand the emergency services and National Guard had only thirty men and women working on the site of your hotel, and they gave up after twelve hours�, hardly enough time for a competent search!� the smartly dressed young woman stated.
�Criminal, just criminal.� her partner tutted in support, shaking his head as he did so.
�What about the guys who let the bomb off� what about the guys who started all of this� it was communists started it� right?�
The young woman kept the exasperation out of her voice and expression as she explained.
�The police, the fire department� all the emergency services have a duty of care� it doesn�t matter who caused this� we think we can prove that your family may have suffered terribly if they were still alive, as they probably were, when the rescuers abandoned them.�
Rudi Pelham looked at them a moment, before withdrawing from his bag a small photograph album and handing it over.
�In there are some of the best, most loyal friends I ever had.� The pair feigned interest as they flicked over the pages, not really seeing the once youthful face of the man before them, the screaming eagle patch he wore with pride on his jungle fatigues, or the young men with him.
�Communists killed my friends in Vietnam at a place called the Ia Drang valley, communists killed my wife and son and youngest daughter in Washington DC� � He handed over the newspaper, which the woman smoothed out to show the story of the destruction of the USS John F Kennedy group.
�� Communists killed my oldest daughter in the North Pacific� but do you know something?�
Both lawyers looked at him, or rather at the old Colt .45 automatic that he had taken from the bag.
�I have more respect for their killers than I have for you two� the people who killed them did at least have an ideal that they believed in. They didn�t let their lust for greenbacks, drive them to destroy the brave men and women who are doing a job that may result in their own deaths, from falling masonry or cancer.�
Even had the old souvenir of the Vietnam War not distracted them, it is debatable if they would have understood his words, as their creed was so far removed from his. Rudi saw this as he looked into their faces, he saw that these people believed in nothing and nobody but the value of money, no matter what the damage and harm they may cause in acquiring it. Duty to anything but monetary profit was the pastime of suckers, losers and defendants in civil actions.
The contempt on his face sounded a warning bell in the male lawyers� brain and he turned to run, abandoning his partner and dropping his smart document case in the mud as he did so.
Rudi shot the man twice between the shoulder blades before he could run ten feet and then the young woman through the heart, before turning the gun on himself.
The low orbit RORSAT that had been saved by the actions of the Russian deep cover operative swept across the ocean and downloaded the radar data it carried via a communications satellite. Two hours� later the three Soviet submarine Wolf packs had the information and began moving into position to meet the convoys from Canada, New York and Texas.
Near Cottonwood, South Dakota: 1136hrs, same day.
A stack of files sat before the president, each contained an option for carrying the war back to the enemy in Asia and that was something he dearly wished to do. His military advisors had counselled on re-grouping first, marking their ground and holding it whilst building up resources for a fighting return, but he harboured hope of a faster solution anyway.
He had withdrawn to his own quarters, though that was a rather grand description, taking with him some two dozen of the buff folders to peruse.
Each of the files carried on the third page a pr�cis of the operation and after reading four he came to realise that someone had dealt a hand of wild cards to some free thinkers and briefed them to let their imaginations have full rein of the proposals. He wasn�t a soldier but he did not allow that to cloud his judgement, he worked purely off logic as he passed his eye quickly over each, made an assessment and assigned them one of three stacks. Promising, Credible and Incredible.
The Incredible pile outweighed the Credible and the promising stack held just four. The file that held his attention of them all proposed using a large island in a similar fashion as that of the British Isles in World War 2, as a staging point for attacks and possibly even to assemble an invasion force there.
He would keep that file for General Shaw to assign a planning team to. It was possibly their best means of reversing their losses in his eyes and therefore worth serious consideration for expending assets and resources on.
Just so long as Taiwan stood unconquered.
Taiwan and Okinawa: 1150hrs, same day
The sound of man-made thunder reverberated down from the north, echoing off the valley walls of the Hs�eh-shan Shan-mo mountains south of Taipei.
The only areas of the island not occupied by the People�s Republic of China was now north of two rivers that ran out of the mountains, the Cho-shui to the east and the T�ou-ch�ien on the west of the island. The southern tip of the island was also denied to them by hard fighting ROCs and civilian volunteers defending their homes.
Taiwan stood alone, the resupply flights of Patriot missiles had ceased several days before, and there was now no challenge to the steady rain of incoming enemy missiles, which landed every fifteen minutes.
In response to public and political pressure US military forces had, over several years previously, been withdrawn from Taiwanese territory. The same situation existed throughout the region, with the exception of South Korea. The US military garrison�s, airbases and naval installations had been drawing back in scale since the seventies until they existed in token only.
The Taiwanese troops dug in along the defence line had heard that morning that the Japanese Island of Okinawa had fallen during the night. Four days before in a spookily similar situation to the landings in 1945, elements of the PRC Tenth Army landed on Higashi beach, where the US Tenth army had landed fifty-seven years before. Unlike that earlier conflict, Japanese defence forces had not been able to mount the same fierce resistance; the attack from Mainland China on her island neighbours had been too much of a surprise and the PRC too well informed of troop dispositions and defences. Reported atrocities against the civilian populace were unverified by independent sources, yet the Tenth Army�s VI and VII brigades who had carried out the landings, were known to be the Penal Units of the People�s Liberation Army of China.
Huddled down in the bunkers and trenches of the Taiwanese final defence line, many a soldier or the naval and air force personnel pressed into service as infantry now that the ships, aircraft and installations were no more, checked watches as 1200hrs drew near.
From the plain in the west, across the mountains to the eastern shores there existed a graveyard of men and machines from both sides. For the past five days the armed forces of Taiwan, the ROCs, had given ground only when the alternative was that of being overrun. The PRC had split the island, and its forces, in two. The forces in the south had their backs to the sea as they held the last ten miles of the tapered southern tip; the front line there was the town of Ch�e-ch�eng.
The northern line was forty miles from the capital but it was the last natural barrier of any substance. Taiwan had no ships left with which to stem the flow of equipment, men and supplies from the mainland. A determined effort had been made before the invasion had been a day old, to snuff it out by driving the PLAN ships from coastal waters, but although they had sunk troop transports and warships, it had failed and cost them dearly. Swarms of PLAAF fighters had swamped the navy air cover almost as soon as it had taken to the air. They had started the day with a surface combat fleet of four Kidd class air defence destroyers, twenty-nine frigates of the Perry, Lafayette, Knox and Gearing classes plus sixty-nine missile and patrol boats. None of the destroyers or frigates had got within range to engage the invasion fleet, only fast manoeuvrable missile boats had managed that but of those that had gotten within range, none had returned. The three surviving air defence destroyers had been given anti-ballistic missile duties protecting Taipei and Chiang Kai Shek airport, where the last one had been sunk by a PLAN submarine the day before.
Sixteen frigates had been sunk during the attack on the invasion fleet and the remainders were picked off by air attacks over the following three days, as had the last of the missile and patrol boats.
Two of Taiwan�s four submarines were tasked with the removal to safety the countries gold and diamond reserves, whilst the last two now sat in Taipei harbour with just their conning towers above the surface awaiting the members of the government seeking to continue in exile.
Just after prior to midnight almost ten hours� before, the PRC had issued an ultimatum to surrender by 1200hrs that day or they would do unto Taipei and the Taiwanese what Genghis Khan had done to Beijing and its citizens in the year 1215. Surrender or die was the Mogul chieftains� favoured phrase.
Since the landings, over 23,000 Taiwanese troops had been killed or wounded in the land battles. PLA losses were twice that number but with the constant barrage of missiles on Taiwan�s town and cities, the civilian casualties evened the score. The night attacks by the PRC army and air force had ceased at midnight although the monotonous rumble of detonating missiles on the capital had continued unabated and unchallenged. The few surviving Patriot sites had run out of missiles two days before.
At two minutes to twelve a missile landed in the filthy waters of Taipei harbour, exploding close enough to drench the captain and crewmen of a submarine as they waited on the last boatloads of members of the government going into exile, but causing no damage other than to nerves already frayed. Forty miles to the south the ROCs prepared for the promised attack that the PRC boasted would overwhelm them, and at that distance the detonation in the harbour did not reach them as those that struck land had.
At 1213hrs the last of the passengers were clambering up the sides of the conning towers and the citizens of Taipei were bracing themselves for the next high explosive warhead to land. Taiwan shook and the skies to the north and south lit up with the unbearable brightness of five-megaton warhead's air bursting at an altitude of 10,000�.
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