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Аннотация
Washington DC, Taipei, NATOs North Cape naval picket, and two carrier combat groups have been destroyed by nuclear weapons. NATO is on the back foot and her potential allies are thinning out as China shows no hesitation in leveling entire cities
Major Constantine Bedonavich and Svetlana Vorsoff* are our spies with a conscience and now they are in from the cold, but someone will go to any lengths to exact a revenge. Perhaps baiting the Bear in his lair is their only hope of survival.
The NATO army in Europe, with the battered but defiant Coldstream Guards and US 82nd are holding the line.
Vital supplies are enroute from America but the determination of those in the convoys and escorts is matched by those charged with sinking them.
NATO needs to level the playing field, and then tilt it in their favour.
Who better to engineer the destruction of China's ICBMs than Major Dewar and his Royal Marines.
Who better to find and sink the 'Chinese Boomer' than the US Los Angeles and Sea Wolf class hunter killers, with a little help from HMS Hood, of course.

The second novel in the Armageddon's Song series again takes you up close and personal with the infantryman walking point, the pilot in the dog fight and those who ultimately command the armies.

*Contains some sexual content


Andy Farman
Advance to Contact


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 old or 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 in UK forces use 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, and B/ I am a former 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?
Attempting to create a tale of global conflict as depicted in the books with contemporary levels of forces, particularly the land battles in Europe and Australia was a non-starter.
David Cameron�s declaration that the UK�s intelligence services abilities render British Armed Services unnecessary in order to justify further cutbacks was farcical and deluded as events since his taking office have shown. This did not save the Harrier fleet, regiments or warships though; it has not even provided aircraft for the new carriers either.
Therefore, in this tale the equipment and formations of post-Cold War 1998 have been restored.
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.

DEDICATION

Three kids' bikes, ones called �Nugget�. My sister Susan�s first school bus, a blue double decker. Days out in Sherwood Forest and spotting The Bear on the way out and back. Pinky & Perky, Janet�s favourite. Cycling trips in the summer with Andrew and Diane. Clay pits. Shrimping in rock pools at low tide. Crab fishing at high tide. Listening to my sister Sue and her friend Diane (both age 8) discuss why no longer having privacy from the press would prevent them marrying John and Paul (Ringo and George were never contenders). Vulcans scrambling because of somewhere called Cuba. The Black Witch and Dusty Fogg. Cowboy, pirate and soldier games in which my two great sisters were always the �nurses� and making the tea.
Childhood memories of my terrific sisters.

Dedicated to Sue Brackley and Janet Proud.
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CHAPTER ONE

Nevada desert, 250 miles from Las Vegas: 1611hrs, same day
The atmosphere had a taste of staleness about it thought the President, and felt damp against his skin. Whatever timetable the Secret Service had for moving him about for safety�s sake had been pre-empted by the morning�s attacks. At the very next window between Chinese and Russian satellite passes, the President had been moved to another secure site.
The power had been switched on only minutes before his arrival and dustsheets covered everything.
He stood briefly within his new bedchamber and decided that it was identical to the one he had left behind in North Dakota, in all its bleak, functional austerity. The military did not seem able to find the middle ground between minimalism and downright depressing.
So far, today had all the makings of being a real crappy 24hrs.
A knock on the door dismissed his critical thoughts on living conditions as a secret service agent appeared on his answering,
�Come.�
�Mr President, General Shaw is online, you will want to speak to him ASAP, sir.�
Without bothering to remove his topcoat, he followed the agent out of the room and down the corridor. His chief scientific officer was present in the room, speaking to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs who looked grim as he peered out of the video monitor. The CSO vacated the chair for the boss and stood to one side, but the President stood in front of the chair without sitting and nodded at the general.
�Mr President, Space Command have detected two nuclear events in the PTO, the PTO being the Pacific Theatre of Operations� both events occurred at a height of approximately ten thousand feet above sea level, and within ten seconds of detonation fireballs six kilometres in radius had been produced. From this, we estimate that the weapons were of four to six megatons yield.�
�City killers?� Said the President as he now slowly sat down.
�I have prayed that those bastards would stick to battlefield sized weapons� or just stop using the filthy things altogether.� His face flushed with anger. �They are not afraid of us are they General? Not one bit!�
The general said nothing in reply.
�Where were the bombs?�
�One was above the southern tip of Taiwan where the ground fighting was concentrated. There is a small sized town there called Ch�e-ch�eng, but the target was most likely Taiwanese forces that have been bottled up by the PRC� I am sorry Mr President, but the other was directly above Taipei.�
�Their own people!� Uttered the chief executive.
�Genetically and ethnically, if not politically� yes sir.�
�What damage did they do?� He next asked.
�Sir, these weapons are many times more powerful than the weapons that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, several hundred times larger than the DC bomb, do you want the details?� Asked the CSO.
The President nodded.
�Go on Joseph.�
�First of all these were airbursts, and so their effects would have magnified the damage.�
�Excuse my ignorance, please Joseph, I used to teach English Lit not physics. How does being, to all effects �off target�, by about three kilometres make the effects worse rather than lessening the damage?�
�You are thinking in kinetic energy terms rather than geo-thermal sir, but even so you are getting it wrong because by detonating high above the earth, the planet�s surface acts as a mirror to the thermal output, containing the heat and sustaining it. The heat from the explosion is hottest at the moment of detonation and, in fact, heat dissipation begins to occur at one thousandth of a second later. If the planet had not been there, then the fireball would only have achieved half the size that it did. Also, by exploding above the surface there are no geographic features to interfere with the following blast wave, no hills to provide dead ground to the energetic forces.� The CSO sounded as if he were giving a lecture to an audience of freshman students.
�Take a sledgehammer and swing it golf club style at a domino it may break it, it will certainly knock it across the room, but if you placed that domino on an anvil and struck it from above with the same force, you will shatter it utterly against the anvil�s unyielding surface. The earth is the anvil in this case Mr President.�
�Have we had a satellite pass since the attacks, General?�
�No sir, however I think the CSO will concur that we will see complete devastation extending beyond the city limits� � Henry Shaw turned from the screen to speak to someone out of view before turning back.
�Mr President� we have just received via the Australian Ministry of Defence, air refuelling requests from Japanese aircraft enroute to Davao in the Philippines that intend to continue on to Australia. They state that Japan has surrendered unconditionally as result of the nuclear attacks on Taiwan.�
�It never rains but it pours� �
�That�s just the PTO sir; we have problems in Europe too, which will involve you doing your head of state stuff with other heads of state.�
Other screens had gone live while they had been speaking and the President glanced at the wall clock. It was about time for the scheduled videoconference.
�Ok, we will get to that� and to the response to the PRC ICBM threat, we need to take their missiles out in a way that is not guaranteed to start a full blown nuclear exchange between us. Doubtless you have some ideas on that Henry, above and beyond what we have previously explored?�
�Yes sir, we do.� The general�s use of �we� instead of �I� highlighted the difference in the thinking of soldiers and politicians. Had a politician said �I� in the same context, it could be assumed he had every intention of taking full credit for someone else�s idea or effort. Had the same politician said �we� or �they�, he was giving himself a degree of separation should whatever the scheme was, go wrong. General Shaw said �we� because it was something that was not of his sole creation, or that he stood by the creator(s) as their commander, and as such was prepared to take the blame if it failed. When an idea was put before him that he saw as flawed he would either say so and send them away to think about it before trying again, or fix the �genius� with a critical look, asking.
�Son, shall I ring the infirmary and tell them you are on the way for an illegal substance test, or are you going to get your head out of your ass and think this thing through properly� � Whilst tapping the offending material with a finger.
�Because if that�s the case, you�ve managed to get brown matter in your ear and that�s screwing up the grey matter�s logic process!�
Turning to one of the agents the President asked. �John� is there any coffee?�
The agent nodded apologetically.
�Just Grunt Juice sir� at the moment.�
The freeze-dried coffee granules that went into the ration packs were not the ideal choice of the Java connoisseur, but that was all that they had here.
�That�s all right� did you know that the Spartan Generals would only eat what their men ate� that way they knew how much stamina the men had for the campaign?� He removed his topcoat and loosened his tie.
�I guess it has gone full circle� it is the way it should be I suppose� lets drink what the boys and girls doing the fighting and dying are having.� clapping the agent on the back.
The new �war room� had banks of portable monitors and a large foldable plasma screen that had been brought with them from Dakota and technicians were putting the final touches to connecting it all up.
The President had new aides since the Washington bomb, for the first two days in North Dakota his secret service detail had performed a myriad of tasks that they were not trained to do until the new boys and girls had arrived.
The White House staff who had remained with the President after the rest of the battle staff and their personnel had been evacuated, had suffered 100�% casualties with half dying in the nuclear blast and the remainder being injured to varying extents. The President felt badly about not being able to visit the survivors in person, he had to let the Vice President perform that duty.
That lunchtime, just prior to their relocation CNN had televised an interview with a man the President considered to be a buffoon of the first order a man who believed politics was all about damning the other party's policies and actions, no matter what the subject. He had now stated on national television that the troops should be brought home to guard the homeland whilst the war was fought to its conclusion by the rest of the world. Once that had happened, he confidently stated, they could work together with the countries of the world, no matter how much the borders had since changed. It was time for America to take care of America, he had announced in his closing statement and it sounded like a campaign slogan.
When the interview had finished the President turned to those present.
�Somewhere out there is a village that�s shy one idiot!� The next item had riled the Chief Executive far more, news teams in and around Washington DC had already picked up on the scandal they had dubbed �Shell shocked and suing.� Lawyers taking advantage of the situation and the vulnerability of the victims of the bombing to get rich quick. This last had caused the President to summon his chief legal advisor for a brief meeting.
Armed with a mug of granulated coffee, the President took his seat before the bank of screens. Before him on the table were the folders he had brought with him, stuffed with fax copies and emails. His new legal advisor hurried into the room and placed a single sheet of paper before the President before taking a seat at the back of the room. After reading what was before him the President turned and nodded his thanks before facing the screens as the videoconference got underway. Terry Jones was missing and a deputy on screen in his place. Imogen Hill apologised for Mr Jones' absence, informing the President that he would be with them soon, adding that something had just come to light that had caused his delay.
Glancing down briefly once more at the sheet before him, the President began.
�Before we get down to business ladies and gentlemen, there is a matter I want cleared up at home� Dr McManus,� he addressed Justice. �On April 15th 1863, President Lincoln issue General Order 100, the instructions for the Government of Armies in the Field. In effect it placed this country in a state of martial law, correct?�
Dr McManus nodded in agreement before speaking.
�Yes sir, when the Southern States left the Union he no longer had a quorum to conduct the business of government under the constitution.�
�We no longer have enough members of Congress alive at this moment to form such a quorum� and so I have decided to invoke Lincoln�s General Order 100, this country is now under martial law.�
�Sir� �
�I know doctor, when Lincoln issued that order we were in a civil war, but this country is now in another war� and is under attack.�
He looked at the faces on the video screens.
�The first thing I want to do is accelerate order around the refugee camps and in the DC area. Article 7 states that all property and persons are subject to that law, and I want every single sonofabitch vulture hanging around the victims and relatives, policed up out of the camps and hospitals and put to work burying the dead. They aren�t fulfilling a useful function toward the national good so give them one. Pay them minimum wages if they do work, fine them if they don�t, in addition, anyone who refuses to work is not entitled to rations or clothing other than what they are wearing. No shelter, no heat, no medical aid. I also want the media there when they are rounded up; I want their relatives and neighbours to see their faces. Confiscate all claim forms but give them receipts, it won�t do them any good because I�m freezing all damage claims except those processed through government. What I would really, really like to do is enact Henry VI, part 2� �
"The first thing we do, let's kill all the lawyers." interrupted Justice with a grin. �Although I did think that was a line from Henry V?�
�If you�re going to steal my lines� you can give the next State of the Union speech, ok?�
�Your lines?� .I think I just heard William Shakespeare turn in his grave Mr President, lucky for you he hated us lawyers or he�d sue your ass for that one!�
The President held up one finger, giving the bird to Justice before continuing.
�I want all available resources that can be of assistance federalised. They aren�t going to get rich on the pay or fat on the rations but I want them put to work on all aspects of disaster relief. Search and rescue remains voluntary of course but I want special payments to be made to all those who take part. We have a hell of a lot of people and equipment out there who are already working for free and more turning up all the time, let�s not freeload. The lawyers here have looked it over and it is legal, so let�s do it.�
Justice was scribbling away as the President spoke, until finally he looked up again and nodded.
�Next item, the enemy cells who carried out the attacks this morning� what can you tell me Ben?�
�Mr President, these would appear to be the work of sleeper cells of Chinese and East European origin. I would like to say that we have early leads, but we don�t. Air Force Captain Leo MacNamarra for instance, the man we believe may be responsible for planting bombs on our specialist anti-satellite squadron�s aircraft, appears to have been born and raised in New York State, and then attended the Air Force Academy. When he flunked pilot training he went into security where he underwent, and passed, an in depth security screening. However, initial DNA tests on samples at his apartment show he is most probably from the Urals, rather than a fifth generation Irish American. We are stretched to the limit and calling on former and retired agents to re-up and assist, as are most government and police agencies at the moment.�
Terry Jones had replaced his deputy on screen and looked bleak.
�Sir, we may have a problem� �
Henry Shaw interrupted.
�Sir, we sure as shit-fire have a problem, there is no maybe about it!�
�Terry, as you started then please give me your take on whatever else has gone to hell today?� prompted the President.
�We have lost satellite and landline communications with our embassy in Warsaw, the consulate in Krakow and our consular agency in Poznan. I have also been informed that the NATO liaison team working with their High Command has not been in contact, they were working on a counter strike to assist the Belarussians and the last progress report was just before 11am yesterday. A lot of damage was done to the country�s communications net during the coup attempt, so it has been a bit haphazard since then but it was improving. This morning NATO aircraft have been refused entry into Polish airspace� I sent a courier from Berlin to find out what was going on, he was turned back at the border� alleged partisan activity outside the towns and cities attacking road traffic, is what he was told. I have contacted our allies and it is virtually the same story, so I contacted a friend at the new Polish embassy in Chicago, they were just about to contact us at it happens, all the embassies and consulates around the world are cut off from the homeland. At this time we have no intelligence as to what has happened to Poland�s elected President, his government or the high command of the armed forces�
The President closed his eyes for a moment, allowing the consequences of a worst case scenario to formulate in his mind.
When he opened them, General Shaw gave him an apologetic half smile before speaking.
�I had a JSTARS do some snooping sir, there is a lot of armour heading south through Poland by road and rail. There is remarkably little radio communication going on. The police, ambulance and fire service are off the air, so are taxi cabs and all manner of commercial radio traffic. The cellular phone system is down and military radio traffic is minimal� but we have heard Russian call signs and speech, not much and in every case the speaker got a new arsehole torn by a higher authority for breaking radio silence. I�m thinking a second coup here Mr President, successful this time. It means our northern flank in Germany is vulnerable; we no longer have Poland as a buffer and ally. Their forces could even now be repositioning from their jump off point on the Belorussian frontier, to come south with the Russians.� He paused while he tapped away on a keyboard and the large screen in the President�s war room lit up with a map of Europe before zooming in to focus on Poland, Belorussia, northern Germany and the Czech Republic. Icons were displayed that showed unit positions, the enemy units were shown in red.
�You will see that our northern flank is made up of a German Armoured Division, a French Mechanised Division, one Belgian and one Dutch Mechanised Brigade. Two brigades from our own 82nd Airborne in reserve with the British Airborne. Sir, 1st (UK) Armoured Division and their 2nd Mechanised Brigade were slotted for the left flank but are on their way to Leipzig. In twenty-four hours ten enemy divisions, thirteen if they can get the Poles to fight for them, will come crashing into our three division�s worth, north of Berlin.�
�Does SACEUR know this?� asked the President, enquiring if the Canadian General commanding NATO forces in Europe had the same information.
�I sent it all to him before I came online sir� Henry Shaw answered.
�What would you do if you were SACEUR, Henry?�
�You won�t like the answer, but if it is any consolation, the Germans will like it even less. I would stop the units moving up to Leipzig before they could engage, form a defence line south of Leipzig and disengage all units in contact, pull back to the new defence line and make a stand there. It would mean abandoning the north of Germany and the capital but that is as good as gone anyway if the northern flank is overrun� and it will be. Once they have done that the enemy will probably roll up the units facing east and Europe is as good as lost to us. SACEUR, General Allain will probably come to the same conclusion. He is going to need some political clout backing him to convince the German Chancellor to pull his troops back with ours� if that cannot be done, and the Germans refuse to budge, their army will fight alone � and die in place, sir.�
�Where are the convoys Henry, anything to spoil Grease Spot?�
The convoys� positions came up on the screen, which had altered to depict the Atlantic.
�They should make port in seven days� if all goes well and the river don�t rise� .� He drawled, meaning if nothing else goes wrong. �Admiral Mann has full discretion, if you can�t trust Conrad Mann sir, you can�t trust anyone.�
The President held up his mug and looked over at an aide who hustled over and took it from him.
�Put sugar in it this time!�
The head of his secret service detail opened his mouth to protest but the President shot him a look and a growled. �Stifle it, Mike� and not one word to my wife or the witch doctor, unless of course you want to be humping an M-16 around Germany come this time tomorrow!�
�Don�t listen to him Mike� � Chuckled General Shaw, �� but if he fires your ass there�s always room in the Marine Corps for a good man.�
�No offence General, but if I get fired I�ll run against him as a Republican.�
The chuckle turned into a full-blown guffaw.
�If anyone knows where the bodies are buried, it has gotta be the secret service detail!�
�Damn straight!� replied the agent with a grin.
�Ok, ok, ok� beat it everyone, reconvene in one hour after I have spoken to SACEUR and the Chancellor.�
North Atlantic: Same time.
CIC aboard the USS Gerald Ford was humming with activity when Admiral Mann entered. A digital map of the Atlantic showed the position of all known merchant shipping, surface combat groups, submarines and air traffic.
To the north, HMS Ark Royal sat in the van of the Canadian convoy; older Mk 6 Sea Kings flying off the decks of container ships augmenting her sub hunting Merlins.
Half of the convoy screen was Canada�s own warships, and the Admiral smiled to himself when he remembered how startled the news services had been at the beginning of the year when HMCS Vancouver had seized a sanctions busting tanker in the Arabian sea. The thought that the other nation occupying the North American landmass would do anything warlike had seemed faintly ridiculous. It had given satirists new material and they had set to with glee. One punster had written a spoof interview.
�You�re kidding, right? Canada has a warship?� asked the United States Defence Secretary. �Like for war?�
�Does Canada know?� he had added.
The Canadian fleet wasn�t a secret it was just characteristically modest, as the Canadian people are, whilst being extremely professional.
Ten of Canada�s Halifax class multi role frigates were now carrying out ASW duties, four of her Iroquois class destroyers were air defence pickets whilst two Victoria class SSK�s, HMCS Chicoutimi and HMCS Windsor ranged ahead, looking for Red Banner boats.
Canada also had ships with the second remaining Royal Navy carrier, HMS Illustrious and her ASW group, ranging the Atlantic independently, as was Spain�s VTOL carrier Principe de Asturias, with her own Harriers and ASW Hughes 500M and Sea King helicopters.
Plugging the gap between Iceland and the North Cape had been taken on by
France, Norway and Denmark, but three Polish warships numbered among the European ships there, receiving replenishment in all things from their neighbours, defying repeated orders to return to home ports.
The 38,000-ton nuclear powered French aircraft carrier Charles De Gaulle was providing air cover for France's own helicopter carrier the Jeanne d'Arc, released from duty as a training ship, and the rest of the ASW ships of the group.
Charles De Gaulle�s Rafale M and Super Etendards provided the big stick, whilst three E-2C Hawkeye airborne early warning aircraft told them where to swing it.
Her AS-565 Panther and Dauphin helicopters joined the effort in stopping further surges or infiltrations of enemy submarines into the Atlantic sea lanes.
Britain�s HMS Invincible had performed the air cover duty for the scratch team guarding the North Cape at the start of the war, but her compliment of Sea Harriers had been too small for the task. Invincible now lay on the seabed, along with half of the original surface combat ships and submarines, the victims of torpedoes; air launched anti-ship missiles and nuclear mines.
The sluggish start in maritime air patrols was improving day by day as reactivated airframes, from the so-called boneyards, were collected by reservists and flown to bases and naval air stations.
USN Orions, Canadian CP-140 Auroras and British Nimrods did what they could in the north, flying out of air stations in Nova Scotia, Keflavik and Aldergrove in Northern Ireland.
The south and east of the shipping lanes got their maritime patrol coverage from off a small island and from European soil. On Pico, one of the nine volcanic islands that form the Azores, eight hundred miles to the west of Portugal, the USN had returned to the naval air station at Lajes that had been disestablished on 30th September 1993, when the Soviets had been deemed a spent force.
The newly arrived Orions from the States eased the pressure on the crews based at NS Rota, in Spain.
Portugal�s Esquadra 601, the �Lobos� (Wolves) were flying around the clock out of Lajes too, as well as Montijo near Lisbon and Ovar, further north on the mainland.
To the south of USS Gerald Ford�s convoy, USS Wasp and USS Iwo Jima carried SH-60B Sea Hawk ASW helicopters amongst its CH-46E Sea Knight, UH-1N Iroquois and MH-53E Sea Dragon troop carriers, adding to the Texas convoy�s ASW cover.
Submarines were the great threat at the moment, and would remain so until they drew closer to Europe. The air threat would be dealt with by the RN�s Fleet Air Arm Sea Harriers, Iwo Jima and Wasp�s AV-8B Harriers and the Gerald Ford�s own air wing.
Canada had been prevailed upon to allow the New York convoy to draw abreast of it by slowing their own, in that way the ultra-secret, Operation Grease Spot, would be more effective.
Most projections of an old Red Army invasion of Europe had included the simultaneous invasion of Norway, Denmark and Sweden. With Scandinavia neutralised, her airfields would then have held a deadly threat to any convoys from North America. The only reason that this had not happened now was simply that the new Red Army did not have the resources that the old one had had.
Apart from their own four attack boats and the Canadian long range patrol SSKs, the Royal Navy had four SSNs employed also. The submarines had been doing their jobs well, without yet firing a shot.
Conrad Mann stood before the big screen, peering at icons a day�s sailing away.
�Have all �Pointers� acknowledged my �make for the hills�?� he asked.
�USS Twin Towers acknowledged receipt twenty minutes ago admiral, she�s the last. The position she was at when she transmitted put her still within �Bravo� but on the eastern edge.�
�Rick Pitt�s cutting it fine� I hope he�s running at flank.� He turned from the board to face the room. �Okay, Grease Spot is a go, the TT�s skipper knows the score, and they will have to take their chances CAG, you launch at 1800.�
Germany: Same time
A silence had fallen over the battlefield west of the airport whilst both sides honoured a two hour cease-fire.
One hundred and seventy-two paratroopers of the 82nd, captured when the airport had been overrun were to be reunited with their comrades. Most of the returning 82nd men were wounded, but all had been taken care of whilst in captivity.
Oz�s Platoon was stood midway between the NATO and Russian lines, and ten feet away stood a like number of Russian paratroopers.
This was the agreed upon site for transport carrying the prisoners from both sides to stop their vehicles and the men would be transferred to their own side�s transport.
There was no attempt by either group to break the hostile atmosphere that existed out there in no-mans-land; the soldiers eyed each other coldly.
4-ton trucks waited just out of sight on NATOs side whilst the first civilian ambulances and buses with blacked out windows appeared at the airport�s perimeter, within view of the NATO troops between the lines and stopped.
Oz looked the vehicles over with binoculars before speaking briefly into the microphone suspended in front of his mouth; a few moments later the first 4-ton truck arrived from NATO lines and the men on board had their plasticuffs and blindfolds removed. A Russian officer checked that the men were indeed Red Army troops and all fit or walking wounded. NATO were keeping the most badly wounded, it defeated the argument to demand their return.
Alontov�s reasons for the exchange took precedence over the humanitarian concerns, in that of buying time and undoing the damage that the killing of NATO prisoners caused by way of bolstering enemy resistance. To highlight the point, there were few prisoners from the recent to and fro battles on the airport�s perimeter where the 82nd troopers and the Brit squaddies had not been inclined to surrender when that opportunity had arisen, and had not been inclined to give quarter either.
The Light Infantrymen, Argyll�s, and Coldstreamers had lost too many friends to the no-prisoners policy carried out by the Red Army units at the river, and they had no reason at the time to believe that the Russian Airborne troops at Leipzig were any different.
In a small cavern created by jumbled rubble, Big Stef was peering through the spotting telescope, whilst �Freddie� Laker set the crosshairs on the chest of a man stood on an aircraft hangar roof, who was watching the proceedings through binoculars.
A full magazine was attached to Freddie's weapon but the bolt was open, as a more certain preventative against �enn dees�, negligent discharges, during the cease-fire. A clean piece of cloth covered the open breach, keeping it free of the brick and cement dust that was kicked up at the slightest movement inside the hide. They had used up the contents of one water bottle in damping down the dust, but that left them with just a half bottle between the pair of them and no way of getting a replen without compromising their firing position. The dust had now dried out again and under the present circumstances, that meant that they could fire only once, after which they would have to relocate. Firing the weapon would create a small, yet tell-tale puff of dust that the enemy would be looking for.
�I bet that bastard�s at least a battalion commander; see how those other tosser�s are stood just behind him, all deferential like?�
�That�s a thousand metres Fred, bit far for a boss-eyed bastard like you.� Stef commented.
�Well if he�s still there when the cease-fire ends we�ll see about that� at the very least we�ll get to see a senior officer with brown adrenaline running down the backs of his legs.�
Nine hundred and eighty-nine metres away, Serge Alontov finished his methodical scanning and placed the binoculars back inside his smock.
�Well it would seem that NATO is sticking strictly to the terms of the agreement� .� Stepping away from the edge, he addressed the brigade commander.
�See to it that ours do the same Pyotr. Only foolish poets speak of combatants taking a pause in the middle of a hard fight to regard their adversaries with a new found respect and other such romantic mud'a. Our men will be itching to kick them in the balls while they aren�t expecting it, and so will theirs.� He strode away toward the maintenance ladder at the far side of the hangar and his entourage followed on.
Freddie lowered the weapon and punched the concrete slab beside him in frustration.
�Arse, bollocks and wank� the wankers gone!�
Big Stef sneezed as dust raised by Freddie�s tantrum got up his nose.
�Stroll on, mate� you�ll have this lot down on our swedes if you ain�t careful!�
It was almost ninety minutes before CSM Probert appeared, the last man to emerge from the back of a Leipzig public bus, the last vehicle in the exchange, and could stand squinting at the light. The remaining newly released POWs POW�s were filing towards NATO�s side of no-mans-land, but Colin paused to look about. He had been blindfolded for five hours despite the windows being blacked-out.
�Sergeant Osgood!� he called out when his eyes had adjusted enough for him to see.
Oz grinned broadly as he recognised his friend.
Colin was shoved roughly from behind and turned to confront a Russian Paratrooper.
�Move� English shit!�
As per the agreement, all the troops at the exchange point had their weapons slung and magazines secured in ammunition pouches. However the Russian wore on his hand a wicked pair of brass knuckle-dusters.
�Push me again you tosser and I�ll back-squad yer teeth to zed week!�
The angry remark drew all eyes; both British and Russian as the paratrooper started to say something in return, but Colin stepped in fast and hit him squarely in the mouth with a straight left that snapped his head backwards. After a split second of silence the troops of both sides piled into one another, fists swinging and boots flying. It didn�t last long because officers from either side ran over barking orders at their men.
Fighting next to Colin, Oz heard the shouting but he was having a good time and sent his opponent stumbling backwards, flattening the Russians nose with a �Glasgow Handshake� before backing off and adding his voice to that of the officers.
Out of the corner of his eye he saw something flying towards him and ducked out of the way, the object hit Colin before falling to the earth.
Colin picked up his webbing fighting order and looked at the man who strode through the huddle of Russian paratroops.
�Much obliged sir.�
�Well I�ll be, it�s the Fanny Magnet!� was all Oz could say.
�Hello Sergeant Osgood, nice head-butt by the way.� Nikoli extended his hand to the Geordie squaddie.
All the returned NATO prisoners had been brought back in just the uniforms they had on their backs, their captors knew that there was plenty of equipment from the dead with which to speedily re-equip them. As a matter of principle neither side had reunited the prisoners they had, with their kit. It takes time to get webbing to fit properly and even longer to replace the personalised items they carried in and on it. Nikoli reached into his smock and withdrew Colin�s K-Bar fighting knife and shorter bladed survival knife, which he handed across to the CSM.
�Aren�t you going to get in the shit for this?�
�It is a small matter Colin, and besides which these men are all from my Company.�
Oz was grinning at the Russian lieutenant.
�We heard you had done a runner and were shagging the brains out of some drop-dead-gorgeous RMP captain. You never turned up at the internment centre, and the monkeys were going ape trying to find you?�
�That is a long story Oz, but as you can see I did get back to Russia.� He looked around at his troops and spoke to them in a calm voice. The Russians expressions still looked fierce once he had finished, but they had a touch of respect in them too.
�I told them that I lived and trained with you all for six months, that you were good men and almost as good a unit as we are.� Actually Nikoli had only worked with Colin and Oz, but it served to act as a buffer against any of his own men starting another fight.
Oz fished out a packet of cigarettes and offered one to the Para with the freshly broken nose, slowly the two groups of soldiers did likewise and for fifteen minutes they were no longer quite enemies.
Nikoli at last looked at his watch.
�It is almost time.� He barked an order and his men put out their cigarettes and began walking back to their own lines.
�Colin, Oz� Take care of yourselves, okay?�
�Likewise Nikki, you keep yer head down hinney.� And with that they parted, returning to their own armies to begin the business of killing once more.
With five minutes still to go the landscape was devoid of visible life and Freddie again had the heavy rifle�s butt in his shoulder.
Big Stef slowly moved the telescope across the opposition�s real estate, looking for anything that would indicate a target, be it a shadow, a silhouette, smoke from a cigarette or steam from a hot drink, anything.
At one second past the agreed ending of the cease-fire a single shot rang out. The 7.62mm round made a loud crack in passing, exceeding the speed of sound in its flight and entered a small gap in a rubble pile. The firer edged slowly backwards out of his firing position to crawl through the muck of a drainage ditch to another spot scouted earlier. As he moved he took great care not to get dirt in the muzzle, the working parts or to jog the PKS-07 sight seated atop the SV-98 sniper rifle, the successor to the Dragunov.
Dust that had drifted through the gap in the rubble earlier had caught the sunlight for just a moment or two before it settled. In venting his frustration, Lance Sergeant Laker had sealed his own fate.
Atlantic Ocean: 1759hrs, same day.
The JBD, jet blast deflector for Cats One and Two, prevented damage and injury to equipment and crew as the throttles opened on the big Grumman F-14D Tomcats two General Electric F110-GE-400 engines, and the 54,000lbs of thrust they produced.
On Cat One the aircraft�s nose dipped under the strain and then the catapult hurled it down the deck, quickly followed by the F-14 on Cat Two.
Once the Tomcats reached 20,000� they topped off their tanks from buddy stores on another Tomcat and set a course of one six one degrees. Apart from there 20mm Mk-61A1 Vulcan cannon�s, the Tomcats carried only one other weapon apiece, long and fat they hung below their centreline hard-points.
Despite the fact that the weapons were on their way to be used against the enemy, the armourers had refrained from chalking banal slogans on the things, they exuded a menace that you just didn�t want to mess with.
Fifteen minutes after the first two had launched, a second pair left the deck of the USS Gerald Ford, and these turned to zero four two degrees after tanking, whilst the third and final two-ship formation involved in the operation flew due east forty minutes later.
The Seawolf class SSN, USS Twin Towers had slid down the slipway at Newport News in June of the previous year. Originally named Sea Leopard, she had left on her proving trials in October renamed in memory of the victims the 11th September terrorist attacks. Her reactor plant and steam turbines were capable of pushing the attack boat through the water at 39 knots, but her single screw was now only producing turns for twelve.
The task assigned to the US, Canadian and British boats had been one of reconnaissance, locating the enemy submarines that had blown through into the Atlantic on the first day. The NATO submarines had established that the wolf packs were each in two staggered lines abreast with twelve miles separating each line. The Russians had correctly assumed that the NATO convoys would be taking the shortest possible route to Europe, and their last satellite pass had pinpointed the position, course and speed for the wolf packs to complete their alignment. The convoys were coming to them so they did little more then hold station whilst edging forwards at five knots.
Bad luck had befallen the Twin Towers by way of an Alpha with an experimental sonar suite, which had twitched enough to have her captain go looking to see if they had actually detected a NATO SSN.
Slipping away from the Alpha had cost them twelve hours, by the time they had come up enough to stream their wire antennae the order to get the hell out of Dodge was ten hours old. Twelve knots was the fastest they could safely go without the world and his brother hearing them, and they had slowly worked their way up to that over two hours. The Twin Towers skipper did not know when H Hour was, that was at Admiral Mann�s discretion.
All watertight doors had been closed immediately after the beat feet message had been decoded, but only the officers and the chief of the boat had been told why. The sonar operators had been instructed to remove their headphones and switch on the speakers. It had caused them all to frown; their ears could not detect the minute sound traces over the speakers that they could with headphones.
The first two pairs of Tomcats had taken station in front of the convoys to the north and south of USS Gerald Ford�s, the furthermost convoy being to the south.
Once the third flight of Tomcats had tanked they all headed east to their first pre-programmed waypoints, from where they first let down to six thousand feet before turning through 180� and each pickling off the first weapon. Afterburners kicked in once the ordnance dropped away and the operation was repeated twelve miles to the west.
As with the first weapons, a parachute deployed to prevent damage to the weapon when encountering the surface of the ocean and the weapons began to receive data downlinked from a navy communications satellite.
The weight of the weapons pulled the parachute shrouds below the surface and they trailed down behind the ordnance, which sank at a surprisingly slow rate.
Two thousand feet below the waves, the Alpha class attack submarine Omsk, was on a heading of 270�. Captain Yuri Kelyovich expected to make contact with the outer screen in the dawn and had his least experienced men on watch; his best hands were resting until then. He himself was lying in his bunk, writing up his log before sleeping.
The danger from maritime patrol aircraft had been constant, but with a whole ocean to search they would have to be exceedingly unlucky to be detected. NATO patrol and attack submarines were a different story; they were so damned quiet.
In the early hours of the morning his best sonar operator had been certain that he had heard something other than whales screwing and shoals of fish, and because of his faith in the man they had spent fruitless hours stalking nothing. With her search abandoned, the Omsk now sought to rejoin the forward line before the dawn
Kelyovich finished noting his log before switching off the light, and considering what he was expecting to do the next day he fell asleep quickly.
At precisely 2010hrs, in six separate locations in the north Atlantic, at an average depth of six thousand feet a five-megaton nuclear device detonated.
The big screen aboard the USS Gerald Ford had three areas outlined; squat oblongs with east/west axis named Alpha, Bravo and Charlie, with Alpha the northernmost, depicting the anticipated areas of damage.
On detonation, each device flash evaporated a half-cubic kilometre of seawater and the pressure waves sought to compress the molecules of water at the extremities. The surface of the ocean momentarily dipped toward the ocean bed before being flung skywards.
Where the pressure wave travelled downwards it punched through millennia�s worth of silt, baring the planet�s bedrock on the ocean floor for a five-kilometre radius before it rebounded off it, upwards and outwards.
The real damage was caused by the collision of the pressure waves in each of the areas as water, which refused to compress, encountered titanium and steel constructions that would.
The Alpha attack boat Omsk, which had broken formation to chase the USS Twin Towers shadow, was making ten knots in order to regain her position at the centre of the leading line of 9th Flotilla submarines.
Screams from the duty sonarman woke her captain and he leapt from his bunk to dash to the sonar station just aft of his cabin as a boom like the hammer of hell sounded throughout the hull.
Blood was leaking from between the young man�s fingers that were pressed over his ears and his screams were high pitched with agony. As the captain reached out to pull the sailors hands away the pressure waves reached the Omsk almost simultaneously. Bow and after planes bent or sheared from the hull as the eastern pressure wave struck the stern and whipped the vessel into the vertical plane, bow down.
The majority of the crew were either killed or rendered unconscious as they were propelled into ceilings and bulkheads, and then the western wave struck. The Omsk�s titanium hull collapsed flat. Like stepping on a polystyrene cup the two waves slammed together the walls of her pressure hull.
Those vessels not caught between hammer and anvil either lived or died depending on their positions in relation to ground zero.
USS Twin Towers was at 600ft and making 18knots on a heading of 045� when the speakers in the sonar compartment screeched and then cut out. Her captain�s face drained even as he bellowed orders.
�Hard left rudder, come around to two seven zero degrees� crash surface, blow all tanks!� He gripped the periscope mounting and set his feet �Sound collision� all hands brace for impact!�
The deck heeled hard over and all those in the know prayed that they would make the turn and not be hit beam-on by what was coming, and as it was they were when the acoustic wave arrived like a vanguard, causing more than one man to unconsciously wet himself.
Twin Towers completed the turn and reached the surface, bursting out of the depths.
�Sail camera on!� and the monitor flicked to life, to show just darkness ahead. �Switch to lo-lite� I can�t see shit!� The picture changed and he could see the submarines casing up to the bow, but the picture looked wrong, it was as if the vessel were down at the bow. He could see the horizon but it was too high� and then his mouth went dry as the horizon got ever higher.
�Oh my God� � was all he was able to whisper before the bow started to rise, higher and higher.
Sixty-two miles from ground-zero of the eastern device in area Bravo, an eighty foot high wave was travelling outwards at seventy miles an hour, whilst to the west, rising up into the stratosphere, it appeared as if six white columns were holding back the vacuum of space, as the tops of the plumes spread wide to eventually join fingers.
Eleven minutes before the mines had detonated; Captain C.D Steinways, Commander Air Group for USS Gerald Ford watched his wingman trap successfully and called the GF�s controller with his fuel state and range.
�Tower, this is Tomcat zero one� ten miles out, showing eleven thousand pounds� do I have a clear deck?�
�Zero three one, Tower� we don�t have you visual as yet� continue approach� the deck is clear, be advised that all vessels are battened down and we are at high NBC state �
�Zero three one, rog.�
�Tomcat zero three one, Tower� we have you visual now� you are slightly high.�
�Zero three one, roger that.�
�How�d it go zero three one?�
�Six buckets of instant sunshine right on the nose Tower.�
�Roger that� we have you at one mile, call the ball zero three one.�
The Tomcat caught the three-wire on an almost empty flight deck; every other airframe that couldn�t be crammed into the hanger deck had been flown off. Being the last back the aircraft would be secured for heavy weather and hopefully would survive the coming event. The CAG and his RIO were hustled below as the wranglers raced to secure the twenty-two ton Tomcat. All that was aloft now were helicopters, maintaining the ASW screen.
Computer modelling in the States had given them some idea of what the outlying effects would be, but it was all theory when it came down to it, no one really knew. The CAG had joined Admiral Conrad Mann and the rest of the staff in CIC, arriving after the scheduled detonation of the weapons, and there they drank coffee, spoke in low tones and waited.
Twelve miles ahead of each convoy, three frigates cruising in line abreast and five miles apart had their radars radiating. Forty-six Knox class frigates were built between 1969 and 1974, with the coming of the larger Perry class they were paid off, with the majority being sold to other nations. A number joined the reserve fleet of which five had been reactivated for this convoy. On the bridge of the small, elderly Knox class frigate, USS Peel, her captain had the deck, peering out ahead into the darkness. The majority of the crew, like her captain, were reservists and had been together as a ships company less than two weeks. The captain ran a car dealership in Seattle since leaving the regular navy in the mid-nineties, his Executive Officer was a journalist and the helmsman an actor in a soap opera, eager for the war to end so he could get back to playing the �evil twin brother� in �The Wealthy &The Beautiful, three days a week, before the scriptwriters had his character abducted by aliens, or similar.
The ship was rigged for a hurricane and all the crew in life vests when the radar painted over something forty miles ahead, moving fast and wider than the display on the bridge radar repeater.
�Start the upload� let�s get this data out.� He avoided adding �in case we don�t make it� as the radar picture was beamed to a communication satellite and from there distributed to a hundred different stations where they could see the speed and dimensions.
His voice was a lot calmer than he felt inside.
�Mr Corben,� he addressed the Exec. �Sound the collision alarm, if you please� all hands brace� this could be a rough one.� He stood up from his chair, crossing to the helmsman. �Son, it�s been awhile since I drove, why don�t you get off below until this blow passes?� looking around the bridge at the remainder of the watch he nodded aft. �Same with you people, you can come back up once its past� dog the hatch behind you.� Once they had cleared the bridge he spared a thought for his wife,
�Honey, don�t go getting all mad at me now,� and removed the cellophane from a pack of cigarettes before lighting up for the first time in three years.
The top of the wave was higher than the Peel�s superstructure and the captain gripped the wheel firmly in both hands. The bow rose to a full 20� above the horizon before the foredeck disappeared into the wall of water and the superstructure was engulfed. USS Peel became a submarine as the moving mountain smashed over her, swallowing the 5�/54 turret but tearing away her ASROC launcher that sat aft of it on the foredeck. The Peel was a surface combat ship, below the waves was not her element and she rolled to port with her single screw seeking to drive them to the surface once more.
She was almost lying on her port side when she emerged out of the reverse side of the wave and it looked as if she would succumb for a moment until at last she began to roll upright once more. Her mast had been stripped from the superstructure and water poured from her upper decks as the bridge watch strained to un-dog the hatch and regain their posts. They could feel the ship starting to turn beam-on to the seas as they at last released it. A signalman had an arm crushed as the hatch slammed wide but he was too shocked to cry out as they were all washed off their feet by the torrent they released in so doing. The Exec gained his feet first and pulled himself past the injured signalman.
When the ocean had stove in the bridge screen the captain had been decapitated by a shard of toughened glass, his waterlogged body partially blocked the hatchway. The Exec stumbled as he stepped over the body, cutting his hand deeply on a spear of glass but ignoring it and grabbing the wheel, he put it over so they again met the waves bow first. Communications were out, so was radar and they had seven crewmen who would require hospitalisation, but they had survived. Had the radar mast not gone over the side, the Exec would have seen that USS Wilbur Hume, the Perry class frigate five miles to the north had also survived, however their sister ship USS Paragon, had entered the wave much as they themselves had done, but had not emerged out the other side.
Aboard the USS Gerald Ford, Admiral Mann ordered the radars up when the picture from their forward pickets disappeared. The Gerald Ford�s radar masts sat high above the top of the approaching wave and the admiral saw with relief that they could see two of the frigates on screen. The absence of the USS Paragon from the radar picture was not lost on him, but it meant that the fast approaching wave was not going to swamp the carrier.
Of all the ships in the convoy, the Knox class frigates were the smallest, but the merchantmen were all heavily laden and he had to hope they all rode the wave without foundering.
�Signal to all ships, here it comes.�
Ahead of the carrier the screen ships encountered the wave and it rolled unstoppably past, its top higher than the flight deck.
The bow of the 104,000-ton warship began to rise, and then staggered as the full weight of the wave crashed into it, causing it to break over the flight deck. A green mass, three feet deep washed over the flight deck and then the USS Gerald Ford was past
On her flight deck the two parked Tomcats were gone, swept overboard. Admiral Mann followed the progress of the wave, another of the small Knox frigates was gone from the warship screen and he watched as the wave continued to the west. Two merchants and a fleet replenishment ship were gone, two others had lost way and rescue operations began immediately as the admiral ordered ships to render assistance. It would take time to get the helicopters up from the hangar deck, but meanwhile those already aloft had ceased dipping or monitoring sonar buoys before the wave arrived, and they now switched on search lights and began looking for survivors.
Classified by Russia as an Atomnie Podvodnie Kreysery 1 Ranga, 1st Class Nuclear Powered Submarine Cruiser, the Oscar II class guided missile submarine Svedlursk had been the extreme northernmost vessel of the 9th Submarine Flotilla. Svedlursk also had the dubious honour of being the last Red Banner fleet submarine in the Atlantic capable of anything near offensive operations.
Oscar IIs have two nuclear reactors and twin screws to propel them along at a maximum speed of 32 knots. For armament they have 24 SS-N-19 Granit anti-shipping missiles, four 21 inch torpedo tubes and four 25.6 inch torpedo tubes, 16 acoustic torpedoes and 8 Stallion ASROCs. Svedlursk was no longer capable of 32 knots, her port propeller shaft had buckled and there were cracked bearings on the starboard shaft so she wasn�t going anywhere faster than 14 knots and only then for short sprints. Svedlursk was unable to dive deeper than three hundred feet without risk of springing a leak due to the hammer blow she had suffered by the nuclear depth mine's pressure wave that had caught her at 60� as she collected downlinked updated targeting data. All she really had going for her was her full inventory of weapons and the stock of morphine that kept her injured crew members quiet. A mere eighteen of the crew had survived without skull, spinal or multiple limb fractures but another sixty-four were too injured to man stations whilst nineteen more had died. The on-board systems were a mess and the computerised fire control system had crashed, all firing was going to have to be performed manually.
The captain was a determined individual; he was going to launch an attack to spite the West for what it had done to his vessel.
Provided the USS Gerald Ford battle group and her convoy had kept to the last reported course and speed then he had thirty-two chances of paying them back. The twenty-four SS-N-19 Granit missiles carried 500Kt warheads, and six of his eight SS-N-16 Stallion ASROCs were tipped with 1Kt warheads.
Despite a dislocated left elbow and two broken fingers, he and the weapons officer, himself with a broken arm would manually program each Granit for an airburst. As far as communications and sensors went they were blind, the towed array had been torn off; as had the floating antennae and they could not raise any masts. What they needed was assurance that this not going to be a vain effort, unless of course, they surfaced to see if their radar array could be repaired.
9th Flotilla had numbered twelve at the start of the war, two Alphas, three Sierra II and three Victor III attack boats with one Oscar I and three Oscar II guided missile submarines, but only one other flotilla vessel had survived the American nuclear mines. A Victor III sat wallowing on the surface with her crew awaiting capture or a torpedo. One of Pidonirk�s bow doors had been unseated and just to prove that what can go wrong, will go wrong, it was the tube that was at that moment being loaded. The Victor had made the surface; only her forward torpedo room�s hatch had saved the vessel by its being dogged as a safety procedure during loading. The vessel was bow down in the midst of some of the stormiest seas many had ever seen. All of the Pidonirk�s officers with the exception of the political officer had been killed or incapacitated and he assumed command, posting a man in the sail with a SA-7a Strella 2, shoulder launched SAM. Self-defence was one thing, but when the political officer stated that his intention was to fly a white flag and then launch on the ship that came to claim them, the crew had other ideas. The political officer was in the sail peering into the distance through his binoculars when two pairs of hands gripped his legs firmly, hoisted him up and tossed him over the side. The Strella was locked in the armoury but the white flag remained.
Fifteen miles ahead of the Victor III, the damaged Oscar II Svedlursk broke the surface and immediately set about repairs to her radar and ESM masts. Like the Pidonirk, she also flew a flag of surrender but her intentions were quite the opposite. Strella�s sat in her sail ready for use.
Three hours later an E-2C Hawkeye picked up the surfaced Svedlursk and Pidonirk, shortly after which USS Gerald Ford launched a pair of F/A-18F Super Hornet�s armed with two Harpoon�s apiece to investigate.
The Hawkeye fed data to the strike fighters as they came in just above the stormy seas with their own radars on standby, passing either side of the big guided missile boat before pulling back into the clouds.
They reported that the vessel was flying a white flag but they appeared to be working on the radar and ESM, which were of no use to a vessel that had thrown the towel in.
Aboard the Svedlursk the first warning they had that they had been discovered was the aircraft tearing past. Her skipper was aware that the aircraft would have seen the repairs underway and cursed loudly, ordering the technicians to speed up. He kicked and punched the lookouts, ordered the Strella�s made ready along with preparations to dive.
Because of the white flag the Hornet�s returned to double check, one sat up in a cover position whilst the other repeated the low pass.
The Hornet was only 60� above the waves when the Strella blew its tail section off and it immediately nosed into the ocean at 500mph, neither pilot nor RIO had a chance to eject.
�Sonofabitch!� swore the E-2C�s operator when the F/A-18F�s track disappeared from his screen two seconds after the covering Super Hornets� pilot had shouted
�Missile launch!� over the air to his buddies.
Hampered by his dislocated elbow and broken fingers, the Svedlursk�s captain fell the last six feet down the ladder. Air was expelled from her ballast tanks in plumes as she began to dive. Her casing was below the surface when a Harpoon slammed into her forward of her sail, penetrating her outer hull before exploding.
A few minutes later to the east of where the missile boat died, the lookouts of the crippled Pidonirk were keeping a sharp watch for NATO ships, white sheets had been hung over the side of the sail so that there could be no mistaking their intention to surrender. They caught a brief glimpse of exhaust fumes before the surviving Super Hornet�s second Harpoon killed them too, without the aircraft getting a visual, not that it would have made a difference even if it had.
RAF Kinloss, Scotland: 2030hrs, same day.
A silent alarm had alerted Pc Stokes to the approach of others, and the small TV screen showed two men and women walking up the path to the front door of the rented house in Scotland.
Stokes knew both men but not the women; however Scott had telephoned earlier to inform them that they were bringing over the crew of the aircraft that would be involved in an operation with the Russians whom they were guarding.
He called out over his shoulder toward the kitchen before striding to the front door and opening it for the guests. Stokes and his partner Pc Pell both wore hand knitted Aran sweaters that Svetlana and Constantine had bought them during a shopping trip to Edinburgh to buy food for tonight�s meal and augment their tiny wardrobes.
Since landing in the forest clearing with Scott Tafler they had been assigned the job of CP, close protection on the couple.
Once the CIA had debriefed the couple at a safe house in Kent, they had written statements on the events before and after the suitcase bomb crisis that were intended for the prosecution of Britain�s former Prime Minister, the former head of SIS and several former cabinet ministers. With the legal and intelligence issues dealt with they were moved up to Scotland to a large house owned by the family of an engineer, currently residing in Dubai.
Due to the involvement of SIS in the plot to murder them, the British Secret Intelligence Service had been kept out of the loop, with the CIA and Metropolitan Police handling all matters relating to the two Russians.
When the SCO19 officers had been informed that they were stuck with the couple for the foreseeable future they were not broken hearted. Both had carried out CP for politicians, royalty and alleged VIPs, many of whom had been so stuffed with their own self-importance that they had treated the officers appallingly. Pc Stokes had been on the CP team for a minister at the time of the Gulf War. That individual had owned a farm and had lain off workers, ordering his protection team officers to carry out tasks about the property in the sacked workers� stead. The minister was far from being poor either; he was just exceedingly arrogant and greedy. When it had been made crystal clear to the minister that the officers were there to protect him and not make him wealthier, they had to hire a portable toilet, and find their own tea and coffee in addition to going everywhere in pairs. The minister banned them from all facilities on his farm and fabricated stories intended to have individual officers sacked, so having another officer to refute his claims made doubling up a necessity. Never had Cabinet reshuffles been more dearly wished for.
In stark contrast to the minister, the Russians were charming, witty and good company. Plus Svetlana�s daily swims in the indoor pool, workouts and habit of walking around in as little as possible made their days enjoyable.
In the officers� rooms were presents for their wives and children, all pressed on them by the Russians.
The past week had been one of preparing the Russians for their mission, although neither officer knew the details they had done their part in taking the couple on gruelling cross-country runs, circuit training in the grounds and skill-at-arms. Hand-to-hand combat, communications and other skills had been taught by MOD personnel but both officers were firearms instructors and ex-army, no-one objected to their doing their part so long as the Russians� safety was not compromised. Surprisingly, it had been Svetlana who had been the more able of the two at handling weapons and when he had asked the Russian major what his preferred weapon of choice was, the pilot had replied.
�Anything that is fire and forget� can you help me out?�
�Certainly sir,� the officer had said and slapped a 9mm Beretta into the Russian's outstretched palm. �Once you�ve fired all the rounds in the magazine, don�t forget to reload.�
Dry handling had taken place at the house, using eastern European weaponry and live firing was carried out at the RAF station ten miles away.
To get them in the correct frame of mind the police officers took the pair into nearby woods and a derelict house with paintball guns. On average, the major had been the first one �killed� far more often than Svetlana, and then on their final exercise she had dispatched both of the highly skilled firearms officers with her last two �rounds�. After thirty minutes of stalking, fire and manoeuvre and field craft wearing the protective visors and one piece camouflaged coveralls, Constantine was out of it and Svetlana had been pinned behind the trunk of an old oak tree. The officers were skirmishing forward, one always being in the aim and a finger on the trigger as the other man moved.
Suddenly the girl had stepped out into plain view with her weapon in the aiming position.
�Fuck sake, Stokesy� you were supposed to be covering me!� had been Pc Pell�s reaction to being hit squarely on the visor.
�How do you expect me to shoot that?� Pc Stokes replied, wiping away paint from a pellet that had hit him in the middle of his chest.
Pell removed the paint-covered visor and gawped.
�Oh my giddy aunt!� Beside the tree and armed with her now empty paintball gun, Svetlana was standing boldly and unabashed beside her discarded camouflage coveralls and boots, and wearing nothing but a smile.
�Use any and all tools to gain the advantage boys!� she had said whilst laughing at their expressions.
This night however the policeman wore an MP5 on a harness so it hung down his right side and he had his hand on the pistol grip as he stepped clear of the doorway, allowing the guests to enter.
Captain Patricia Dudley took a deep intake of breath, drawing in the aroma of roast venison. Rationing had not yet been implemented but the plans had no doubt been laid.
Scott led the way into the living room.
�Your cargo is busy doing chef type things, so allow me to do the honours.� Pouring generous measures of twenty-five year old single malt into crystal glasses and carrying the glasses across.
Caroline Nunro and Patricia had settled into the leather sofa whilst Max Reynolds sank with a sigh of pleasure into a deep leather armchair.
A few minutes later Constantine popped his head around the door and informed them that dinner would not be served for another fifteen minutes because the kitchen staff was revolting. He ushered Svetlana through into the living room with a slap on the rump before disappearing.
Both CIA men beamed at her appearance in the room, she had that effect on men. The two USAF officers had not met her before and appraising eyes sat atop their smiles.
�Wow� foxy!� thought Caroline whilst Patricia�s was a single mental syllable.
�Shit.�
It was bad enough being crewed with a pin-up, but this girl was built for sex and had the looks to match. Patricia wasn�t plain but it got to be a pain in the ass having guys salivating over someone else all the time.
With her long legs, midnight blue ruffled silk shirt and tartan skirt, Svetlana crossed the room with the elegance of a catwalk model and planted kisses on the cheeks of her guests in customary Russian fashion before sitting unselfconsciously, cross legged on the floor and chatting away happily. She gave the American aircrew the majority of her attention but flirted outrageously with the men in good humour, so by the time Constantine returned the ice was thoroughly broken. Pretentiousness was not one of Svetlana�s vices.
During the meal Patricia probed Svetlana, seeking to see how deep the girl went intellectually. Patricia had an engineering masters in fibre optic avionics and specialised in fly by wire technology, she began talking about it and found the Russian girl was genuinely interested; ten minutes later they were into some fairly deep technical talk.
Caroline sat back and watched the scene around the table, the food had been excellent, the wine perfect, the company superb and the smoky flavour of the old cognac she was twirling around the bowl of her brandy snifter was delicious. She was taking another sip when she felt a foot slide up the inside of her calf and she looked down quickly but the foot disappeared. Max was sat opposite and she stared at him, quite taken aback but he was leaning across the table sharing an anecdote with Constantine, on her right at the head of her table. As the next possible culprit she looked hard at the Russian, but when he felt her gaze he looked over his shoulder at her and smiled before automatically including her in the story, he was guileless and she could not believe it was he who had attempted to play footsie with her. Scott was at the far end of the table and too far away so she shrugged to herself and dismissed it as an accident rather than a calculated act.
Svetlana espied Pc Pell going into the kitchen for his food and she left the table, dragging him into the dining room and making a space for him before bringing him a plate piled high with meat and roast vegetables. He reluctantly left to relieve his colleague roaming the grounds once he had cleared his plate.
As evenings went, it was a thundering success but at 1am Constantine showed them to their bedrooms, the new working day was only seven hours away, a concession allowed by Pc Stokes who normally banged on the bedroom door at 5.45am.
The following morning Patricia, Caroline, Scott and Max made their way separately to the kitchen for coffee. The two CIA men had elected to come along the previous evening for the PT and run, whilst alcohol was clouding their better judgement. Daggers were looked at Svetlana when she breezed in and out cheerily, having collected her morning coffee.
�She drank exactly what we had, it is not fair,� grumbled Scott.
�They had less sleep than we did too,� put in Patricia.
Scott looked over the rim of his mug at her.
�How so?�
�Didn�t you hear them� bloody noisy?�
Max was almost the last one to reach the realm of Java heaven. �Who the hell was making love until 3am?� he asked, eyeing them all accusingly. �Jesus H� someone�s a screamer.� As he filled a mug to the brim.
�That wasn�t love making Max.� Caroline informed him. �It was Olympic standard rutting� but no one in this room was involved!� She managed to grin as she continued.
�I think it was doctor and patient night, I saw Svetlana walking to the bathroom in a surgical gown� open back.�
�Really?� Both CIA men had jumped four levels in the wake-up stakes.
�Uh huh� she has a butt like two hardboiled eggs with suntans, and a dogs paw tattoo on the right.�
�Slut tags.� Pat scoffed.
�Meowwww.� Caroline responded to her navigator with censure in her tone.
�Tramp stamps.� Pat offered again with no hint of apology and sipped her coffee before adding. �Well I think she must be a vampire or something, you know� drawing life energy from stolen bodily fluids.�
�Fellatio� interjected the other woman.
�What�s fellatio?� enquired Max.
Caroline deadpanned.
�It�s a Latin term for a form of birth control� us girls practised it a lot in college.�
Max�s blank look reduced both aviators to fits of giggles.
Scott had been trying to keep a straight face.
�Max wouldn�t know about that, Mrs Reynolds is a devout Catholic.� And the giggles turned to full-blown laughter.
Constantine entered the kitchen, looking just as fragile as the Americans did.
�Thank Christ� there is a God.� Scott muttered as he appeared.
The Russian looked at him as he reached for an empty mug. �Pardon?�
�We were just discussing the possible existence of bionic wangs in the vicinity; Major� it seems they do not exist.� Caroline informed him.
Patricia winked at him.
�More�s the pity,� as she and Caroline left for the garden and warming up exercises.
�Scott� what�s a bionic wang?�
�It�s a 24/7, self-sustaining piston drive unit, never happen, Major.�
�Ah.� He replied and ingested caffeine gratefully.
After breakfast, Caroline took Svetlana off to the RAF station for a briefing, equipment fitting and then a one hour flight in the F-117X Nighthawk; the last half hour was a ground hugging flight across the Highlands.
The cockpit �windows�, as Svetlana thought of them, were lined with transparent plasma screen material. She was amazed at the information the screen held for the pilot. Whatever information was programmed into the system could be displayed there. Whatever the satellites, AWAC, JSTARS or its own sensors saw was projected on the screen as a symbol with range and speed below.
Too far away to see with the naked eye, an RAF Nimrod was heading in to Kinloss and the range to it counted down. Using the side stick Caroline banked to the left and the Nimrod�s symbol crabbed sideways until it reached the trailing edge of the right hand screen where an arrow icon appeared, pointing aft.
The Nighthawk�s own data was also projected but there was nothing new in that. The whole set-up gave the pilots �at a glance� information without having to lose situational awareness by looking down at instruments.
If Svetlana thought this was standard for all Nighthawks, Caroline did not disabuse her of that impression; the system still had some bugs in it that needed to be ironed out before the rest of the F-117A fleet could be upgraded.
This was the R&D unit's testbed airframe, pressed into operational service for the upcoming mission, losses in the F-117A wing were mounting and by using this Nighthawk it spared the loss of another of its Nighthawks, however temporarily.
They crossed the Moray Firth at wavetop height heading northwest and then lifted to clear Kinnairds Head and drop down the other side to skim across Dornoch Firth.
Caroline�s voice sounded in her ears.
�Look� no hands!�
Her eyes smiled at Svetlana above the oxygen mask as the Nighthawk�s navigation computer flew it towards the first pre-programmed waypoint.
The Nighthawk banked steeply to the left and the land closed in on either side as they entered the mouth of the River Shin. The river curved between high ground until they were heading almost due north and the river widened out into the lake of the same name.
They turned back onto a northwesterly course to fly the length of the lake.
Ben More Assynt loomed over their port wing as they reached the head of the lake and their next waypoint.
This far north into the North West Highlands the weather had changed, cloud hid the top of Ben Hope which was dead ahead as they cleared the mountains to the north of the Shin.
Turning east they wound their way along valleys between the mountains before re-emerging over open water where the River Helmsdale emptied into the sea.
Back on the ground at RAF Kinloss, blonde and auburn hair bounced across shoulders as the girls walked laughing and talking animatedly with their arms around each other�s waist. An RAF Group Captain stared at them as they walked past him towards operations; their demeanour was hardly compliant with Queens Regulations or becoming that of anyone in uniform.
Svetlana read his look and returned his gaze with one that smouldered seductively before winking and blowing him a kiss.
Whatever the senior officer was going to say was lost as he blushed deeply and tripped over a kerb stone.
Max and Scott returned to London after breakfast leaving Patricia in the care of Constantine and the police firearms officers.
Pat was put through her paces with the collection of weaponry at the house. Neither American was expected to take any other role except protecting the aircraft on the ground, whilst the Russians obtained the location of their target. They had both qualified with handguns annually but that test did not include stripping and assembling the weapons in the dark or stoppage drills whilst both officers with stopwatches screamed into their ears that the boogieman was coming.
The following day, when Constantine and Caroline returned to the house after the major�s jaunt in the stealth fighter, he had chatted away all evening, having missed the experience of flying combat aircraft whilst performing attach� duties
Ural Mountains, Russia: 2336hrs same day
The bunker where the leadership of the new Soviet Union had cosseted itself was built into the side of a mountain, expanding on the network of old mine shafts that had existed since before the late �50�s.
Unlike the bunkers in the West, this one contained all the elements of government under one roof, where the leader could keep an eye on them. Only the KGB chief was allowed to come and go, such was the premier�s conviction that she harboured no high personal ambition.
The Russian Premier's Praetorian Guard were the only armed personnel below ground, the army had a perimeter five miles from the entrance and the Guard had one 500m inside that, their guns pointed at the army.
Below ground they were posted in pairs, they were there to guard and intimidate. Outside the premier's office right now the two guards on his door were wincing inwardly, it wasn�t often the boss let his temper get away from him, but when it did blood got spilt.
A messenger from the communications centre had drawn the short straw in delivering the bad news to the premier. He had been drinking iced tea when she delivered the message form and now a cleaner was mopping up the trail of blood from the damage left by the glass smashed in her face.
Hurriedly doing up buttons, the army, navy and air force chiefs appeared from the direction of their sleeping quarters and entered the chamber; the premier was sat calmly at his desk as they did so.
�Premier?� queried Marshal Ortan, the army commander.
The Russian premier held out the message form in reply, the marshal took it and noted the blood smears before reading.
�NATO has used nuclear weapons, atomic mines, in the Atlantic and we no longer have contact with the submarine flotillas, gentlemen!� the premier told them. �I want to know what you products of Russia�s finest military academies are going to do about stopping the convoys from reaching Europe� and if you cannot, then how is this going to affect the land battle?� He could see he did not have the undivided attention of the Admiral of the Navy of the Soviet Union.
�Admiral Flota Sovetskogo Soyuza, Petorim� please do not stare off vacantly into the distance when I am talking to you!� Admiral Petorim was thinking of the two thousand plus sailors, and thirty irreplaceable hulls this failed operation had cost his country.
�Please excuse me premier� we have no further units that could fight through the blockade NATO has in place at the North Cape, not without a massive air effort in support of it. I have three first class reserve flotillas� that is all; the remaining hulls are committed to essential coastal defence or on loan to the Chinese. If I reduce the coastal cover of first class hulls, I can use older vessels to replace them, it will give us between forty and fifty vessels.� He paused whilst he worked out details in his head.
�I do not believe such an operation could prevent the current convoys from arriving; however the next convoys left the United States and Canada this morning, with four more armoured and mechanised divisions on board, plus fuel and munitions of course. Their escort is far lighter than previously, we predict the warships approaching Europe now will turn about and meet them part way. If we can divert air assets from Germany to break the blockade at the North Cape� �
�No!� stormed Marshal Ortan. �We need to pin NATO�s Germany based forces in place, so they cannot disengage before we strike them in the north. To do that properly I need aircraft to keep the pressure on!�
�General of Aviation, Sudukov� these are your assets we are talking about, can you perform both tasks?� the premier asked his air force commander.
�We do have several plans for such an event as the re-attacking of enemy warships at the North Cape, all the equipment required is in place should it become necessary. It would take a day to move the units back to Titovka and Pechenga, northwest of Murmansk. However, it will greatly reduce the support we are able to give to the army in Germany, both in the east and the north where the 6th Guards Shock Army will emerge out of Poland. One plan calls for heavy use of our stealth airframes, but the Tu-160 bombers have been reconfigured for rear area Spetznaz operations, it would be quicker to proceed with that mission than to stop and reverse the configuration. This of course means that we would need conventional fighter bombers to achieve the same aim. If we cannot stem the enemy supply lines then what happens on the ground will be academic anyway.� He paused for a moment.
�May I ask if we know how they located our submarines; do they have a satellite that can see below the waves?�
�There is no such technology yet, and if there were it could not work too well now. If they exploded a bomb under the sea then there is going to be a lot of cloud about for a while, only radar satellites will be any good� this would be a good time to start destroying their satellites. Before, it was not practical because of the number involved, that number has been effectively halved now as we need only target the radar satellites.�
�That is already in hand Admiral, please answer General Sudukov�s question.� The premier�s tone indicated his current lack of good humour.
�I would guess that they used their hunter/killer submarines to locate our submarines.�
�Now then, you will put into motion a plan to release our submarines into the Atlantic once more, to reduce the losses to our best submarines in the breakout; you will use older vessels in the first wave. In that way NATO will waste munitions and their submarines will betray their own positions to us. I want this plan put into action before the dawn� start withdrawing what you need from the battle in Germany tonight� do you understand?�
All three officers agreed, they had no choice but to do so.
�I have already spoken with Beijing, what killer satellites we have will begin launching from Baikonur cosmodrome in twelve hours, the People�s Republic has already begun. We will rob the west of their radar and then their communications� they have already blinded their optical surveillance satellites themselves. Now, I believe you have work to do, so� get out!�
Pacific Ocean: 0900hrs, same day
The breeze was still as feeble and fitful as it had been for the past few days and the 60� ketch barely made steerageway. Behind the old sailing vessel were towed a Gemini, three open one man life rafts and a larger inflatable raft with a domed top to keep out the elements.
Fishing was the principle activity onboard; seeking to add to the supplies which would have been adequate for the owners, Muriel and Eric but with four extra mouths to feed rationing was being enforced.
The day before Sandy and the Americans had been taken aboard; Muriel had heard the plaintive cries of the sole occupant of an open life raft. Had there been anything of a wind to speak of they would probably not have noticed it at all, but sound carries well across water and his hails were heard.
The sun had blistered Lt Fu Shen�s skin and his throat so parched that only a determined effort had made any sound come out at all, when he had seen the sail. If he had ever needed a distress flare then that had been the time, but he had used them all signalling the ships of his own combat group, ships that had ignored them and him as they had forged past.
Being fluent in English is a requirement for most pilots but not for lieutenants in the PLAAF who are unlikely to speak to ATC in any country but mainland China; however the young lieutenant had acquired the essentials of his own volition. Learning a foreign language as spoken by one�s own countrymen is rather different to speaking it with a native and the pirated copy of the language tape he had purchased served only to confuse his ear further. Eric�s �Oye, Fu Man Chu� toss that bluddy gun over t�side, or I�ll brain yer!� did not factor in with the syntax contained in �Oxford English for Cantonese speakers�. The only clue he had as to what language was being spoken to him by the elderly man had been the Union Flag, called a Union Jack by the misinformed, that hung limp at the stern.
A comic mime act with the elderly Englishman gesturing at the 8mm handgun in Fu Chen�s shoulder holster, and shaking a boathook threateningly had got the message across eventually. Once the aviator had been helped aboard the Englishman�s wife had given him water and plastered a paste made from corn flour and water over his burnt areas of skin, before finally pressing on him fried pieces of potato between slices of bread, a �chip butty� she had called it.
Returning to China or Russia and re-joining the Mao was the aviator�s dearest wish but he had no idea how to sail. A glance at the fuel gauge for the ketch�s small engine ruled out his motoring the small craft there, even if he could bring himself to overpower the elderly pair. They had undoubtedly saved his life and they were in their twilight years, which demanded respect.
The war had interfered with the couple�s plans to sail up the coast to the Bering Straits and then south along the western coast of North America. Their first planned landfall on the Russian continent was to have been at Ust�-Kamchatsk, but the BBC world service had changed their minds for them and they had altered course for Midway.
Coming across the Fleet Air Arm pilot and US Navy aviators had greatly taxed the limited stores of fresh water and food. Chubby had an idea about solving the water crisis, but told them all about it without thinking it through properly.
�What if we fill a sail bag with sand and urinate in it� the sand will filter out the impurities!�
Muriel had looked at Chubby and then back to her husband with a knowing smile.
�And where did that daft idea come from, young �un?� Eric asked him.
�I think I read it somewhere.�
�Do you see a beach anywhere you daft bugger� where does the sand come from?�
�Chubby mate, it might have been a good idea for you to select �brain� before engaging �mouth�.� Sandy said with a laugh.
�Now just one minute fella� �
Eric had left the tiny cabin muttering under his breath.
�Soft ha�puth.�
Nikki spent a lot of time sleeping for the first two days but now the headaches that had accompanied wakefulness had faded.
The relationship between the Chinese aviator and the only survivors of the USS John F Kennedy and HMS Prince of Wales had been distinctly chilly at first until Fu Chen had alleviated the water problem for them by using bowls and pans from Muriel�s little galley, along with dustbin bags and seawater.
The westerners had watched curiously on deck as he had filled the pans from the sea, floated empty bowls in them and carefully sealed the lot in the bin bags before arranging depressions in the top of the bags. The seawater evaporated leaving the salt behind in the pans and condensed on the inside of the bags where it ran down the sides to collect in the bottom or drip off the depression into the bowls floating in the pans.
Eric was grudging in his praise toward any foreigner�s ideas, but as he examined the solar stills he actually smiled at the lieutenant and nodded.
�You�ll do.�
Eric did not have a lot of time for officers either, no matter what their nationality.
�Useless buggers the lot of �em,� had been his indictment of those he had served under in the Lancashire Fusiliers and later in the Royal Army Service Corps. He had little time for women in uniform either; he related to Nikki how he had got into trouble for swearing at his female pupils as a driving instructor in the RASC.
�Lorries,� as he termed trucks. �Are no place for bluddy women.� However, when Chubby had related how she had shot down at least nine enemy fighters and bombers he had softened considerably.
An aircraft had buzzed them during the night, stooging around for several minutes before departing. They had only been able to hear the sound of its engines but had no doubt that it belonged to the enemy. What they did not know was that the Border Guard An-72 had looked them over through a lo-lite TV and seen the flag of Great Britain on her stern. The only thing that had saved their lives was the ordnance the aircraft carried.
The P-21 Termit R anti-shipping missiles that NATO calls the Styx 2D, would not lock-on to the small wooden vessel and the Antonov had turned for home after reporting the ketch as being a �probable spy ship�.
HMS Hood had abandoned her search and was headed for Pearl Harbour when her sonar department picked up the sound of trouble ahead, in the form of a nuclear boat on a sprint. It took just two minutes to get an idea as to what they were up against
�Captain� classify Sierra five one as Han Class, SSN. Bearing now two zero one degrees, course one two eight� speed twenty-six knots.�
Traffic traversing the ocean had dropped to virtually nil since the start of the conflict. What shipping there was hugged the coast, where they could dash for cover if threatened by a surface vessel and where submarines were least likely to venture.
It was the first PLAN submarine they had yet encountered. The People�s Liberation Army Navy had five of the Han nuclear attack boats and one was known to be laid up with reactor plant problems, which left four unaccounted for.
The captain was well aware that the PRC had only one SSBN, or a �boomer� in submariner�s parlance, carrying submarine launched ICBM missiles. Normal practice for the PLAN was to have two Hans escorting the sole Xia class SSBN boat when it was on a cruise, and after their attack on the carriers the captain would have put money on one of the Hans being with the carrier screen now. Was this Han off hunting on its own, or was it part of the Xia escort?
If it remained on its present course it would pass twenty thousand yards to their south, so the question was what was it stalking or was it just a forward scout for the boomer.
�Captain, aspect change on the Han, she�s slowing sir�
They listened whilst the Chinese attack boat crept up to periscope depth where it remained only briefly before returning to its former depth and speed.
�How long was his last sprint?� he asked.
�We had him for thirty-one minutes sir.�
�Okay then� let�s take us up slowly and have a look at what he sees� call out the moment you pick up another aspect change.�
�Aye, aye sir� making our depth sixty feet.�
The Hood�s ESM mast peeped above the waves to check the coast was clear before the periscope followed and the captain performed a 360 with it above the horizon in a visual check for aircraft before lowering the angle, making a complete sweep for surface craft. He did this setting the magnification at its lowest and then increasing it with each rotation, before pointing it down the bearing the Han had gone for a more detailed look. The surface of the ocean was barely moving, giving him a continuous view unobstructed by high waves but the sun was in his eyes. After observing either side of the bearing he was none the wiser as to what had caught the Han�s attention. A camera within the periscope assembly automatically recorded what the captain pointed the scope at, sending the images to videotape so that they could replay it at slow speed later on.
�Down periscope� nothing,� he told the Number One.
The video footage was played over in slow motion; digital effects enhanced the picture by filtering out some of the glare but they still saw nothing but sea and sky.
�Okay, raise the radar mast, one sweep only.�
Both officers watched the screen and saw the tiny blip, which they concluded came from a vessel just over the horizon.
�Could be the radar reflector on the mast head of a small ship?� suggested the captain before ordering the radar and ESM masts retracted.
�If� that radar trace is what they are after, and I was the Han�s captain I might be inclined to have the sun behind me when I took a closer look at it, perhaps that is what he is planning to do?�
The Han passed directly below the ketch, coasting past at eighteen knots as the speed bled off from her last sprint. Being 600� feet down none of the occupants of the ketch were aware of her presence.
Muriel was using up the last of the bread before it went off by making what Americans called jelly sandwiches, but in the north of England they are �Jam Butties�.
Lt Fu Chen and Chubby were sat with legs dangling over the side as they waited for some unsuspecting sea creature to take an interest in the bait on their hooks.
Sandy, Nikki and Eric were sat in the stern chatting. None of them noticed the ESM mast and periscope break the surface 300m away, the sun's glare from that direction provided perfect cover.
�Do we have a firing solution yet?� The Hood�s captain enquired.
�Setting it up now sir� safeguards set, they won�t go active until they�ve cleared the sailing vessel.�
The First Lieutenant looked hard at his captain.
�Are you sure this is wise sir� if we track the Han it might lead us to a boomer?� They now knew that the surface contact was a ketch flying the Union Flag, having taken another look when they closed with it.
�If they do nothing other than look the ketch over then we will indeed track it, but if they open their bow doors� although that would be a criminal waste of a torpedo for them, or if they surface� then we will attack.�
The Han could mount an 18mm automatic cannon on the conning tower, if the vessel surfaced it was odds on that the ketch would be sunk by gunfire.
�Those are British citizens aboard that boat, and the last time I heard, our job was still to protect them from all enemies�.
The Hood�s bow doors had been opened whilst the Han was coming to the end of its last sprint, Spearfish within the tubes were now programmed to run dumb and at 40� below the surface until past the ketch, after which time they would go active. The control wires would be cut immediately after the launch and the doors shut for the reloading of the tubes whilst the Hood prepared to avoid return fire from the Han.
With the wires cut the Hood would be at risk from her own Spearfish if the Han managed to avoid them first time out, because the torpedoes would manoeuvre and re-attack, anything they detected whilst they sought to reacquire would be in-play.
Two Chinese ratings lugged the 52lb cannon through the narrow confines of the Han whilst two more young ratings dragged a long ammunition box containing a belt of fifty high explosive and armour piercing cannon shells. The sound of the ammunition box being dragged across the steel deck was loud within the hull, especially when it crashed down again having been pulled through a hatchway.
The sonar men aboard the Hood heard the racket and informed the captain.
�Standby everyone� I�m not sure what this means but if she�s going to surface we�ll wait until she blows her tanks, they may not hear us.�
The Han�s periscope disappeared, to be replaced by a radar mast that immediately started radiating.
Lt Fu Chen reeled in his line and hauled aboard a 4lb fish, which he clubbed and dumped into a bucket at his side before baiting the hook and casting out his line again.
Muriel emerged from below decks and began handing out the sandwiches.
Air roared into the Han�s ballast tanks displacing seawater, which was vented back into the ocean.
Chubby and Fu Chen stood up and like everyone else on-board they shielded their eyes and squinted against the sun's glare as the sound reached them.
The sound of air filling the Chinese attack boat�s ballast tanks initiated a flurry of orders from the Hood�s captain. Officers and crewmen repeated his orders aloud as they swiftly carried them out.
�Fire one� fire two!�
�One fired sir� Two fired sir!�
�Cut the wires� flood Q� take us down four hundred feet � close bow doors and reload one and two� twenty knots!�
Great bubbles of air boiled to the surface as the big ballast tank known as the Q filled with seawater, removing neutral buoyancy.
�Q flooded sir� making our depth four hundred feet!�
�Aye, aye sir� making turns for twenty knots, aye sir!�
�Bow doors closed captain!�
�Cox�n?�
�Aye, sir!�
�Bring us round to a heading of two eight five degrees!�
�Aye, aye sir� coming left to two eight five degrees, sir.�
�Close all watertight doors� standby countermeasures!�
Heavy hatch doors were slammed closed and secured as the Royal Navy vessel began to pick up speed and turn to port.
The Han broke the surface, within moments figures appeared on the conning tower and aboard the ketch they could see her large dark shape silhouetted against the morning sun, black and shiny with seawater still streaming off her casing. They clearly heard orders being shouted and the sound of a heavy weapon being cocked.
As the noises caused by the vessel surfacing diminished, the Han�s senior sonar rate heard the sound of high-speed screws, rapidly growing in volume and then the first Spearfish struck, angling up from below to impact just above the keel.
The sound of the explosion and the sea bursting skywards had them all ducking for cover, Muriel screamed and Eric put his arms protectively around her. The Han split in two just aft of her conning tower and both severed ends were raised clear of the water just as the second torpedo struck the bow.
The effects of the second torpedo hitting were even more spectacular than the first as it set off the Han�s own torpedo warheads, tearing the forward section asunder. Jagged metal whipped outwards from the explosion; some splashed into the ocean short of the ketch, some beyond it.
With a splintering sound the top ten feet of the mainmast crashed down, amputated by flying shrapnel and bringing the sail, now peppered with holes, down like a shroud. The Han�s starboard bow plane, torn free of its mounting was sent spinning skywards. Measuring 10�x 6� it arced across the space between the vessels and slammed into the ketch 5� from the bow and removed it cleanly, the ocean rushed in and the old vessel immediately began to settle.
Tied to the stern rail where they were being towed along was the collection of life rafts and the ketch�s own Gemini. One of the one-man rafts was rapidly losing its rigid shape, holed by shrapnel from the Chinese attack submarine.
Eric opened a locker and pulled at the Gemini�s outboard motor, Nikki helped him lift it as Sandy hauled on the painter, pulling it up to the stern.
Fu Chen ducked into the cabin and was soaked from the waist up as he emerged from below decks with a three-gallon container, � full of fresh water carried in one hand and a box containing a jumbled collection of food stuffs under his other arm, which he handed over the stern to Eric. Muriel and Nikki were in the Gemini where Nikki was attaching the outboard motor, whilst Sandy was kneeling in one of the one-man rafts and holding on to the side of the Gemini and the stern rail.
Eric shouted to the Chinese aviator, gesturing at another locker where the lieutenant retrieved a five-litre petrol can and was in the act of stepping over the stern when he stopped.
�Chubby?�
Nikki looked around frantically and shouted her friend�s name.
Fu Chen suddenly looked back towards where they had been fishing, and passed the can to Eric before dashing into the tangled folds of sailcloth, pulling the material away.
Chubby appeared to be sat down looking out to sea when Fu Chen uncovered him. The Chinese aviator spoke loudly in rapid fire Cantonese and grabbed the RIO�s left forearm but the American did not move. Chubby had a peaceful look on his face and both hands were resting on the jagged end of a 6� wide shard of submarine casing that had pinned him to the side of the cabin through his sternum. Blood soaked the young American�s flight suit from the chest down.
Stepping astride the aviator�s legs Fu Chen crouched and looked into the lifeless eyes, before bracing his legs and pulling hard on Chubby�s arms. Such was the damage to the American; he pulled him free without too great an effort and stooped to lift him onto his shoulder before he carried him to the stern rail. The water was almost level with the deck as he passed him across and untied the painters.
A half-hour later the Hood�s ESM and periscope appeared, to be followed after a few minutes by the conning tower and upper hull as she rose to the surface, less than 50m from the collection of inflatables.
Despite initial protests from a couple of ratings the body of the young aviator followed the survivors below the casing where the contents of Chubby�s pockets were placed in a plastic envelope before his body was sealed into a body bag.
HMS Hood sank below the waves to egress the area, leaving only empty life rafts, oil and the detritus of war at sea, bobbing on the surface.
A long way east of HMS Hood, the USS Nimitz led the centre column of ships that were making a high speed crossing of the South Pacific.
5th (US) Mechanised Division and a small number of British troops, plus equipment, accompanied them aboard the merchant ships that were strung out in three parallel columns.
Sgt Rebecca Hemmings stood at the stern rail of the New Zealand merchantman Rotorua Princess, and although her eyes were open they saw nothing of the view before her. Bloodshot and red-rimmed from three days and nights of tears gave her a haunted look.
She had managed to telephone her parents when the Queen Elizabeth�s Combat Team had arrived in San Francisco only to find that her parents were a lot more up to date with world events than she. Her parents had assumed that she had already been informed that her husband was listed as missing, believed killed, along with everyone else aboard the Royal Navy surface combat ships in the Prince of Wales group.
Lt McMarn of the Royal Green Jackets had been waiting in line to use the telephone; her cry had silenced the chatter of others waiting their turn.
He had led her back to her dormitory in the transit barracks and collared a JNCO to fetch the REME detachment Commander from the BOQ, as the Americans called their Officers Mess.
They had offered to arrange priority air travel back to the UK but the sergeant had refused. She was thousands of miles from home and family so she elected to stay with her friends and alternative family, her unit.
Heck went to the British Consulate at 1 Sansome Street in the city, and informed them of the unit�s location. He requested the MOD be informed of the unit�s current disposition and stated that unless he received orders to the contrary they would begin boarding the ships with the US Division in four hours.
The convoy was two days out of San Francisco when he was summoned to the cabin of Major General Thackery, Commander of the beefed up division that was enroute to Brisbane.
Foot drill in the British Army differs in many ways from that employed by the armed forces of the United States of America. British soldiers describe their cousin�s drill as being akin to the soft-shoe-shuffle and Heck discovered the US Army�s opinion of the Brits� martial style ten seconds after being admitted to the division commander�s presence.
Captain Hector Sinclair Obediah Wantage-Ferdoux, 1st Royal Tank Regiment stepped into the cabin, took a half pace forward with his left foot, pulled the foot back sharply and bent his right knee until the thigh was parallel with the ground and drove the right foot in beside the left with a resounding crash.
Having thus halted and assumed the position of attention he saluted smartly, it impressed the divisional Commander, but not favourably.
�Jesus H Christ on a muvaluvinbroomstick, boy!� exclaimed the general officer as he frantically grabbed at his cup and coffeepot on a table before him. A spoon danced out of the saucer and hit the cabin�s deck with a clatter. A jug of cream tipped over, and a second cup hit the deck and shattered.
�Does this look like Buckingham Palace boy?� the General enquired in a slightly quieter tone. �Well does it?�
As tempting as it was to have pointed out to the general that �Buckingham� was in fact one word, and not the two ('Bucking' and 'Ham') that the American had used, and he wisely remained silent.
�Duke� Thackery regarded the British captain who was stood rigidly at attention and staring fixedly at an invisible point on the bulkhead. He was about to say �at ease� but stopped himself; he didn�t want his table bouncing a foot into the air again.
�So you�re Obi-Wan, huh?�
�It is but a nickname, sir.� Heck replied without looking at the general.
�Okay young Captain� make like a sloppy civilian and shuffle on over here without wrecking the joint again.�
Heck relaxed and walked over to the chair that General Thackery was indicating.
Duke refilled his coffee cup.
�I would offer you coffee,� the General said. �But someone just broke the second cup.�
Heck smiled apologetically but remained silent.
�Do you know, The Honourable Winston Smithers, Captain?�
�No sir, I do not.�
�Well, he sure as shit knows you!�
Withdrawing a fax from a stack of papers on a desk to his left, the General continued.
�The Honourable Smithers is the British Consul in San Francisco; he states that he sent a messenger with a letter for you two hours before we began boarding. He says here that he was unable to get a definitive response from London, so his letter ordered you to remain in San Francisco with your people and equipment. He states that he also advised you in that letter, that he envisioned you would probably remain in San Francisco for some time until low priority transport could be arranged for your return to the U.K. He adds, �without your vehicles and equipment due to excessive cost of shipping�.� The General looked up from the page speculatively, but the Englishman said nothing so he continued.
�The letter was apparently resealed in the same envelope, the consulate�s address scrawled on the bottom, and on the back the words �Return to sender, address not known, no such number� �
�No such zone.� Heck finished the sentence for him and added. �Elvis had such a way with lyrics, don�t you think sir?�
�You might at least have put a godammed stamp on the thing when you posted it; he sounds pissed at having to cough up the postage."
�Sir,� Heck began. �Small as it is, my detachment is a combat unit of the British Army� my people are soldiers, not troublesome tourists who lost their passports. Our vehicles go where we go; they don't get left on the dock to rust away.�
The General waved the fax.
�If you had been a candy-ass, young captain, I�d have thrown your ass in the brig for this� .but you�ve got fighting spirit. But I have to be honest with you, if the Australians haven�t got ammunition that your tanks can use, then I�ve little use for your Challengers � you�ve got sixty rounds per tank, two engagements worth if you�re lucky� after that you�re battlefield replacements for my people.� He looked hard at the troop commander. �What do you suggest I say to the Honourable Gentleman in reply, Captain? He wants your nuts on a stick.�
�With all due respect sir, tell him to stuff himself because we are off to play with our mates.�
Duke Thackery laughed and screwed up the fax. �That�s not a very diplomatic way of putting it� get the hell out of here and leave it to me.�
Heck stood and saluted before striding to the cabin door.
�Oh, Captain!�
Heck removed his hand from the door handle and turned back.
�Sir?�
The General stood and returned a quick salute.
�If you get booted out of the army for this, may I suggest that you do not go into politics?�
�Politics sir� good lord, no. One couldn�t possibly stand the strain of being so insufferably right all the time!�
Germany: 0022hrs, 7th April
At 45,000� above Germany this night, eighteen Tu-160 stealth bombers carried eight Spetznaz troopers apiece in their bomb bays rather than explosive ordnance. The troopers� individual heated cocoons had been jury rigged along with the oxygen supply. Team Five�s leader had her knees drawn up to her chest, in an effort to keep warm.
Far below them, the NATO army�s withdrawal to a line that ran from Wismar on the Baltic coast, along the Elbe and Saale rivers to the Danube, had displaced over a million people who were fleeing west.
The unadvertised and sudden pulling back beyond Berlin had taken most unawares and unprepared, those citizens of Berlin who had been too slow or disbelieving to act, now had new masters.
Autobahns and roads that were banned to all civilian traffic had seen riots at some intersections. In one ugly incident, an American Military Policeman had been shot to death by a handgun wielding investment banker in a Porsche. The banker had been alone in the car, having left his wife asleep and driven in early for work. On seeing the troops pulling out he�d chosen to carry right on driving west. When bribery failed to get him onto the autobahn he�d resorted to murder which got him 10km further westward, driving at 120mph along the hard shoulder as he�d torn past NATO vehicles. At the next intersection was another Military Police TP (Traffic Post) where the colleagues of the murdered policeman had been alerted by radio. The Porsche was travelling too fast to stop if they had waved it down, perhaps the MPs tried, and then again perhaps they didn�t. Crews of the vehicles heading west to the new defence line turned their heads to look at the debris trail and mangled wreckage that had resulted from a single short burst from an M-60 machine gun.
Team Five�s leader acknowledged an intercom message and switched on her own oxygen supply contained in a chest rig, before disconnecting from the Tupelov�s. As the aircraft began to circle she activated her suit's heating system and waited until she felt it take effect, the battery supply for it would only last thirty minutes at these temperatures so she hurried. Struggling from her cocoon into the limited space of the bomb bay she opened the cocoons occupied by her subordinates. The cold was a bitter, bone penetrating thing that sought to switch off the human body from the extremities inwards, despite their thermal clothing.
The fourth and fifth cocoons she opened revealed dead troopers, one male and one female, the oxygen supply to the first had failed, whilst the woman had frozen to death somewhere over the Baltic when her cocoon�s heating system had failed, the cold had sent her into a sleep from which she had never awoken.
The six surviving Spetznaz troopers attached their equipment, parachute harnesses and weapons rolls before securing the cocoons. Explosive and other equipment from the dead trooper�s loads were divided up amongst the living.
There was nowhere to secure the bodies of their comrades and equipment so they were placed on the aft end of the bomb bay doors. At a command from the team leader the Tupelov�s pilot throttled back and pulled back the nose to +10�.
At 60 knots above stall, the bay doors opened briefly before closing again and the pilot lowered the nose to �10�, opening the throttles once more to gain airspeed before turning for home.
As rehearsed, the team immediately diverged when dropped into space, putting distance between themselves and comrades with whom a mid-air collision would likely be fatal in the pitch dark.
Tumbling away toward the earth, the bodies and equipment of their dead colleagues would fall into a wood and open farmland a half kilometre apart.
Solid cloud cover prevented them seeing anything of the ground below them; the blackout meant that there was no glow through the cloud that might indicate the street lighting of urban areas.
In a clearing within the Teutoburg Forest, a radio beacon switched rapidly between frequencies as it transmitted, preventing counter-intelligence efforts from recognising it as such and obtaining a fix on its location, or that of the seventeen others that were transmitting.
The team stayed in free-fall until the first wing shaped canopy opened at 11,000�, the remaining canopies opened at 500� intervals after that.
Steering in ever decreasing circles, guided by their instruments they entered the cloud one by one.
The only lights visible anywhere were those of a few scattered refugees� campfires as the leader emerged through the cloud�s base. She aligned her canopy in the direction her receiver told her the beacon was and turned a switch on the receiver�s side. A strobing light appeared far below and slightly to her right but she raised her goggles to check and she could no longer see it with the naked eye. Satisfied, she lowered the goggles back into place and the light reappeared.
She was gathering up the folds of her canopy amidst young ferns at the edge of the clearing, when the next member of the team landed beside the beacon, coming to a halt after a half dozen running steps. The team member immediately vacated the centre of the clearing as she had done, moving inside the trees with the canopy in his arms.
Working in silence the leader stripped off her parachute harness, chest rig, goggles, oxygen mask and outer garments. She withdrew a radio headset and swing mike, a pair of night goggles and associated power pack from her equipment bag and put them on before replacing her helmet, but she did not acknowledge the second team member when he collected her discarded items. Aided by his own goggles he placed her chute and discards with his own, before unfolding an entrenching tool and enlarging the cavity made by the roots of a fallen tree. At roughly thirty second intervals the team members landed in the clearing and added their gear to the growing pile beside the hole. Not a word was spoken by any of them as they went through well-practised drills, making the minimum of noise as they did so.
Fifteen minutes after the last member was down the entrenching tool was put away and the team members lined up behind the leader who finished plugging in her headset and adjusting the harness attached to her weapon. After a quick radio check to ensure all their short-range radios were sending and receiving, she led them off into the depths of the forest.
After twenty minutes they neared the site of an old, disused quarry and stopped. An electronic sweep of the air was made for anything untoward within a two-mile radius. If a radio or mobile phone had even been switched on then they would have known about it. In pairs, four of the team made a physical sweep, circling the area outside the quarry before approaching it, now satisfied that no GSG9 ambush lay in wait. They entered not from the track that led to it, but from the quarry�s lip, one pair abseiling to the ground whilst the other pair took up firing positions.
Working rapidly but with as much care as time allowed, the pair in the quarry searched for bombs and booby-traps before giving the all-clear forty minutes later.
The team leader crossed the quarry floor and entered a solidly constructed concrete building set against the rock wall of an older, worked-out section of the quarry. The heavy steel doors that bore the standard warnings about smoking near high explosives were open and she entered, walking to the rear wall where a false wall of prefabricated steel had been removed, revealing a chamber hewn from the rock. The first pair of troopers had already removed the dust covers from the vehicles within, after ensuring the German security services had not discovered, and then booby-trapped the quarry and its contents.
The pair of vehicles started first time, and they drove from the quarry, stopping briefly to collect their sentries who had recovered the climbing rope and made their way to the track.
One hour�s drive brought them to a slope overlooking the autobahn E73 and the British military police post which controlled that section of it. They were two troopers short of the planned contingent but they adjusted their roster accordingly and once the vehicles were camouflaged their OP regime began and they obtained communications with other teams via mobile phone.
Colonel General Alontov waited for the T-80 battle tank to come to a full stop before approaching it. The tank commander was grinning broadly as he removed his helmet and hoisted himself from the out of the turret�s hatch to clamber down the side of the turret and jump down beside Serge. They clapped each other on the shoulders and hugged.
�It is so good to find you still in one piece comrade colonel general!�
They were stood in the street outside the apartment store that Serge had moved his headquarters to from the hotel, armoured vehicles of the 6th Guards Shock Army moved past them as other vehicles from 11th Guards Tank Regiment's command element drew up behind their regimental commanders �vehicle.
As much as SACEUR would have liked to have pounded on the Russian�s in the city and its suburbs more thoroughly, his air and artillery assets were fully committed in assisting all his units break contact. The Czech 2nd Shock Army and Russian 4th Guards Shock Army to the east, and the Russian parachute brigade around Leipzig airport had been dissuaded and prevented from exploiting his unit�s vulnerability in their tricky disengagement manoeuvres.
6th Guards Shock Army had thundered through Poland unopposed, occupying Berlin before it slowed, allowing the 2nd Czech and Russian 4th Guards Shock who had bypassed Leipzig in pursuit of the NATO units that had opposed them in the east, to also attempt to cut off the NATO forces withdrawing from the north.
NATO�s northern units slipped away before the manoeuvre could be completed, and the 6th continued its journey south, occupying other towns and cities bypassed by the preceding armies.
As the relieving tank regiment's vehicles passed through their lines, Serge Alontov�s airborne division�s soldiers abandoned their positions and began moving to assembly points. They had two days now in which to reorganise and reconstitute before their next combat drop.
�Amateurs talk tactics whilst Professionals practice logistics�, is a term used often in military colleges and academies around the world.
The practice of an army needing to forage for its own food didn�t work very well even three thousand years ago, when supply needs were more basic, before a QM (Tech) was necessary. It did little to win the hearts and minds of the citizens being liberated or conquered/incorporated or generally being put upon by transient foreign armies enroute from their own turf to someone else�s. It often meant that starving soldiers fell victim to dysentery and disease, the trail of wasted and diseased bodies beside the road pointing the way that the army had gone.
Rome had the problem sussed out, although they probably stole the idea from the Persians who in turn had copied it from China. A logistics corps to follow the army, and set up the supply depots to keep the bread and arrows coming.
In the area of Germany known as Westphalia, south of the River Weser lies the Teutoburg Forest, where Roman expansion came to a crashing halt forever. Ten thousand veteran legionnaires and twenty thousand Roman citizens were slaughtered, and their bodies nailed to tree trunks in the Teutoburg Wald. However, it was poor leadership rather than supply problems that caused their end in that case.
In more modern times that area became the stamping ground of BAOR, the British Army of the Rhine during the Cold War, and a smaller presence by the British still remains.
Running southwest/northeast through the area is Autobahn E73, which had become the key MSR, the abbreviated way of saying Main Supply Route in military terms. The MSR is the artery that supplies the troops and in the British Army, as with most, the task of reconnoitring possible supply routes, organising harbour areas, detours, POL points (petrol, oil and lubricants), signing the route and controlling the traffic on it, falls to the military police.
Traffic Posts (TP�s) are set along its route at critical points, where progress is reported and �pointsmen� on traffic control wave their arms about an awful lot in all weathers.
Part of the daily routine is �route maintenance�, traversing the area of responsibility to replace stolen or missing route signs, ensuring none of the signs are altered by Fifth Columnists, and �thickening up� by adding additional route signs in among the existing ones.
At only section strength in each location, the Redcaps still had to �stag on� along with their other duties, providing local defence from attack on the ground and warning of air attack on the MSR and their own locations.
352 Provost Coy, RMP (V) had travelled from their south London TA centre two weeks before, following route signs placed by another reservist Royal Military Police company. The company had arrived at Harwich where the Royal Navy had transported them aboard the LST, Sir Richard de� Aquitaine to Zeebrugge where they had driven their long wheel base Landrovers off the tank deck and down the LST�s ramp on to Belgian soil, or rather concrete. Immediately upon arrival they had driven to the German frontier, stopping only to refuel and change drivers.
352 Provost Coy�s war role was that of signing the MSR from the frontier as far as Hanover, where they handed it off to the MPs of the US Army. Until the fall of the Warsaw Pact it had been a role they had practiced every year, as NATO went through the annual motions of reinforcing Europe and resoundingly defeating the Red Army just prior to the scheduled �Endex�. Twelve years on from the last time the company had done this there were few soldiers remaining within its ranks with experience in the task.
The military route signs consisted of black boards, and the name of the particular route would either be a three-letter word printed in white, for axial routes travelling between the front and rear area, or a simple symbol � such as a square or circle � for the routes travelling laterally across the theatre of operations White arrows on a black background indicated the direction if travel to the drivers.
Before the first convoys reached the front, thousands of these boards had to be attached to 3� steel pickets that were hammered into roadside verges or attached to trees and street furniture with wire ties. In the instruction given to young soldiers in how to correctly sign a route they are told to tilt the sign forward a degree or ten, to prevent its being read from the air, which sounds fine in theory and works for those signs on pickets, but just try it on a lamppost, a street sign or a tree.
Back with 352 (V), in the first few days, mistakes had been made and bollockings delivered at all levels before the kinks had been ironed out, but not before one route signing party committed the greatest sin in signing, they screwed up their time appreciation for completing the task by failing to allow for mishaps. Three punctures and still five miles short of the planned release point, one of the signing party sighted the first convoy cresting a hill far behind. Half an hour later it crested another, much closer this time. The junior NCO in charge of the party grew more and more frantic, his people worked like Trojans but it was to no avail, the convoy caught up with them two miles from the release point. The commanding officer of the infantry battalion in the convoy was riding in a Landrover at its head; he stopped beside the RMP vehicle just long enough to obtain the name, regimental number and unit of the junior NCO in charge of the signing task. Then the convoy continued on with, of course, squaddies in the backs of the vehicles leaning out and jeering, derisively making the visual sign for �wankers� as they did so. Fourteen days on and vehicles in the road convoys were running along �Nut� route, �NUT (Up)� with the supplies and reinforcements, then back along �NUT (Down)� to the Belgian port of Zeebrugge to collect fresh loads.
No. 2 Section, 1 Platoon, 352 Provost Coy occupied a TP on �NUT�. The MSR at this point ran along Autobahn E73 near the British garrisons at Bielefeld and Gutersloh, where convoys were directed to the Bielefeld turn-off to refuel at the garrison�s POL point before continuing to the front or on to RAF Gutersloh, if that was the destination of their supplies.
On 7th April at 2315hrs, 19 year old Lance Corporal Simon Green was in his fifth straight hour on point duty. A trainee salesperson for a large chain of stores selling electrical goods in his civvy job, he had been in the Territorial Arm for eight months. Glancing at his watch he was gratified to see that he had only a mere forty-five minutes to go until he was relieved. His back ached from wearing his webbing, helmet and the SA-80 across his chest without a rest since 1800hrs. His feet hurt from standing on the hard surface of the autobahn, bearing the weight of all his kit, and his throat hurt from shouting instructions to drivers of stationary vehicles who leant out through their windows, smirking and cupping a hand behind one ear and shouting back
�What� what� can�t hear you mate?� whilst revving their engines. It hadn�t been funny the first time, and by the hundredth he just wanted to shoot the bastards in the face at the first utterance of �What?�
It was cold on the side of the autobahn, and a chilly breeze blew along the road unhindered by buildings or natural undergrowth. Hitler had emulated his ancient Roman heroes when he had ordered them built, they were primarily meant for use by his military to get from A to B as fast as possible, there were therefore few bends to act as windbreaks.
Traffic was fitful; nothing had come past for almost half an hour, which was a sure measure of how low supplies were getting for the NATO forces. The tall posts that carried lighting for the autobahn marched into the distance along the central reservation; it had been ten days since they had last been illuminated.
The location�s CP was a green canvas tent, known to squaddies as a �Nine bee nine� because of its 9� x 9� dimensions, sat nearer the junction with a long wheel base Landrover backed up to one open side of it. Grey, thermal masking hessian sheet covered the vehicle and attached �nine bee nine�, over the top of which was a large camouflage net pegged out and propped up by poles in such a way as to break up its outline; nature hates a straight line. The whole caboodle occupied a gap in the hawthorn hedgerow that lined the autobahn, and at a glance it appeared as if the hedge was unbroken along its length. The camouflage was for the benefit of enemy aircraft rather than its ground forces, because the effect was spoilt somewhat by the countdown signs beside the autobahn that declared �TP 300�, then �TP 200� and �TP 100� until finally a larger sign stated �RMP TP� along with a big arrow that pointed out the section of �hedge� that was liable for income tax payments.
The section�s other two Landrovers were parked hard against the hedgerow, merging with it and similarly �cammed up�, as were the section's three trailers and motorbike.
The main reason for going to all the trouble of camming-up the TP�s on the MSR is mainly that it is good practice.
Via their surveillance satellites in low orbit, the enemy will not be craning their necks to see what is written on the signs placed by the signing parties; they can see that it is an MSR just by the weight of military traffic using it. No photo interpreter is going to spend hours looking for the well-camouflaged TP at the intersection either, because the 2000lb warhead on the medium range, vehicle launched missile that they may plan to drop on the intersection will take it out at the same time anyway.
Sgt Dick Bolding, the section commander of 2 Section was in the CP, using the military telephone network, with its cables laid below ground in the 1960s that followed the military route network throughout the country.
A large map against the inside wall of the CP had a fair amount of information over-written on its clear plastic cover, showing unit locations, routes and the like. A blanket was rolled up above it; ready to be dropped down should they have visitors who were not of the �need-to-know� category. A second board followed the progress up and down �NUT� of the �packets� of vehicles in the convoys; this also had a blanket in place over it.
Once Dick had finished scribbling down details of the next expected convoy packets he replaced the telephone, donned helmet and webbing before picking up his weapon.
�I�m off to wake the next lot,� he informed his radio op and ducked through the two flaps that ensured the light from the Tilly lamp within did not show outside. On radio �stag� in the CP was a twenty-one year old lance corporal whose civvy job was working in the control room of the London Ambulance Service at Waterloo. She was decoding a message that had been received from the company CP when the field telephone beside her rang.
�Yes Simon, they�re being woken now� no, no, yes� no I�m not sharing your sleeping bag� no, yes, no� and no I won�t go out with you when we get back to London either.�
At the other end of the phone Simon Green replaced the handset on the field telephone sat on the grass verge.
�Well what did she say then?� An equally young soldier of 352 Provost Coy, performing the role of roving sentry asked him.
�Yeah� she�s gagging for it!�
The distinctive humming sound of cross-country tyres on a road surface reached them and the sentry stepped back into cover whilst Simon stepped a few feet out onto the autobahn, switching on a hand-held lamp and displaying a red light for the oncoming vehicle.
Simon heard the vehicle engine sounds alter, there was more than one vehicle approaching them and they had seen his signal to stop.
The dark outlines of two Landrovers came to a stop beside the autobahn's grass verge, Simon saw both had posts attached to the sides with the old style hessian wrapped around the tops, concealing the blue rotating lamps that sat there.
He had forgotten to inform his CP by field telephone that vehicles were approaching, but he was tired and he was looking forward to climbing into his �maggot� for a few hours. The occupants of the �rovers were obviously RMP too, and if it was officers coming to check up on them then Sgt Bolding would be grabbing him by the throat the moment they departed.
The occupants of the vehicles climbed stiffly from them, as if they had driven a long way, so Simon hoped they were nothing to do with them, just another unit passing through but then their drivers switched the engines off.
�Er� seven!� he stammered at the passenger of the lead vehicle, as that person opened the door and stepped out.
�Eight,� replied a female voice. Two hours before she had been laid down just at the other side of the hedge in the potato field beyond, listening to the loudly shouted challenge, and the reply from vehicle drivers, revving their engines to wind up the young military policeman. She had observed the pantomime performed twice, just to be sure that the pass-number of the day was �Fifteen�.
Dick stopped before he reached the other �rovers and their sleeping occupants when he heard the two new vehicles draw up and switch off their engines.
Dick�s �real job� was that of a specialist firearms officer in the Met, and he was one of a fair number of serving policemen in his unit. He began to walk back to the CP and heard the dull double �phutt� from within as his young radio operator was dispatched with two rounds in the side of her head. It was the tinkle of the spent cases bouncing off items inside the CP that alerted him to the fact that they were under attack.
Keeping low, and as quietly as possible Dick went back the way he had come and arriving at the first �rover he ducked under the camouflage netting and lifted the rear flap, reaching in to put his hand over the mouth of the first sleeping soldier, so as to awaken him quietly. A sixth sense told him that someone was behind him, and he began to turn when a hand clamped across his face, pulling his head back for the blade that drove into his throat and upwards into his brain stem.
For three hours Team Five and other groups took over the TP and three others like it, changing signs and diverting traffic along roads that went nowhere. At opportune moments they slapped delay charges under some vehicles on the convoys. It was an hour before dawn before NATO got wise, but by that time the Spetznaz teams had vanished
Nevada Desert: 0030hrs, 8th April.
General Shaw accompanied Scott Tafler along the tunnel from the helipad where Marines challenged them five times before they gained entry to the President�s inner sanctum. It was the Chairman of the Joint Chief�s first journey out of his own hardened shelter since the day before the DC bomb
Sitting in the nearest thing to a comfortable armchair that the facility had, the President waved a hand at them without turning from the screen before him
Seeing that he was talking with the First Lady, Henry Shaw led Scott to another room where members of the secret service detail were watching a video. Sat with them was the President�s chief scientific advisor, who came over to join them as they helped themselves to coffee.
General Shaw shook his hand warmly.
�Hello Joe, have you met Scott Tafler?�
�Ah, the author of operation Guillotine, has Henry here relayed my worries about it?� the CSA asked him.
Scott nodded.
�I knew nothing about Grease Spot, scary as hell� the General only mentioned that the after effects of that, combined with this new operation� and what the reds have been doing, is going to stay with us for a while.�
�I� knew nothing about Grease Spot either, until after the convoys were at sea. Using nuclear weapons in our environment is insanity, using them in the Atlantic� in the Gulf Stream at that� we may be left with a world where our grandchildren will believe that it was better had we surrendered.� The CSA was shaking his head from side to side as he spoke, it was clear to Scott that he was deeply perturbed.
Scott wanted to know more.
�Could it have a lasting impact, do you think?�
�There is no could about it young man, the next winter will arrive early and overstay its welcome. Take a look at a satellite photo of the Atlantic since the weapons detonated that is if the cloud cover clears� which may not be for weeks or months. There will probably be no summer worth speaking of this year. Millions of gallons of water were evaporated and flung into the stratosphere; millions of tons of silt were churned up. If you saw the Atlantic, it would be more brown than blue from space. I have no idea what that will do to the Gulf Stream� if, God forbidden, it has stopped its flow, then we will see a return of the glaciers, a new ice age.� He poured a coffee for himself before continuing. �Harvests all over the world are going to be affected by all these bombs going off, the dust is going to block sunlight and lower temperatures. It could be good news for the disappearing ice caps, but that is all!�
It was very overcast outside, as it had been in Scotland the day after Grease Spot. And as Scott thought about it, he got a sick feeling in his stomach because he was about to add to whatever lasting damage had been done.
His plan to take out the Russian leader had been put on hold until a workable plan came along to either eliminate the Chinese politburo, and their ICBMs.
The door opened and a secret service agent called them through, but the President was no longer in the war room. General Shaw and Scott followed the agent down another corridor and into what had probably once been a dining room for senior air force officers. It was large enough for a dozen people to sit in more comfort than any of the other rooms, and was now occupied by the President and six men with darkly handsome Asian looks; two were obviously from Southeast Asia.
All were in civilian clothes but two had military bearing and the President stood to make the introductions, but he introduced Scott as being an �aide�. Henry Shaw had met both of the soldiers at some time in the past, Lt Gen Rajendra Singh of the Indian Army and Lt Gen Jehangir Khan of the Pakistan Army. Henry knew also which branches of the military they represented, rocket artillery, but what surprised him was that they were both in the same room together, both countries were quite bitter enemies.
Neither he nor Scott had met either of the other men from the Indian sub-continent, whom the President introduced merely as �and these gentlemen are from India�s Research and Analysis Wing, and Pakistan's Inter-Services Intelligence.�
Between the long-time enemies, acting as diplomatic buffers, were two government ministers, George Ramirez, the Philippines Defence minister and his opposite number from Indonesia, Abdurrahman Suharko.
Hands were shaken and seats taken, but Scott was wondering what the hell was going on, two spooks and two soldiers from normally opposing sides, even if they were separated from direct contact with one another?
�Henry, Scott� allow me to bring you up to speed� as you can imagine, mainland China�s neighbours are somewhat concerned that their own national integrity, not to mention security are under threat from communist China. These gentlemen have come here today to assure me that they have not been sat on their hands over the last couple of weeks� the Philippines most certainly haven�t, as you know. With the definite exception of North Korea, all countries in Asia are solidly opposed to both the PRC and the new Soviet Union�s aims in this conflict� and they have formed an alliance, putting aside territorial and religious differences for the time being.
Not all the countries could be here� the PRC intelligence is very active and the sudden disappearance from each country of credible representatives would not have gone unnoticed.� The President gestured at a pile of official letters in front of him.
�These men speak for the countries of the region that are absent� Malaysia, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, Bangladesh, and Brunei.�
Henry and Scott nodded in acknowledgement to the government men, but both wondered what was coming.
It was almost 4am before the meeting ended; the representatives of the different governments went straight to the helipad, taking advantage of the lack of surveillance satellites overhead at that moment.
Scott was feeling a little frazzled, and more than a little puzzled as to why he had been present.
The President was watching him quietly, letting all that had transpired to settle before enquiring.
�Mr Tafler, what did you make of all of that?�
�Well sir, I rather got the impression that they had already settled on a plan, no matter what we said here.�
Pointing at the letters that still lay on the table, the President nodded his agreement.
�I knew that the moment they produced the letters, no national leader worth his salt is going to let a third party� a foreign third party at that, plan their war for them. I was getting rather worried that the PRC had succeeded in having them looking at one another with distrust. The Chinese are probably one of the most arrogant and xenophobic races on the planet� ever, they would never share power with another rim nation, they are after an empire. I am just relieved that they all knew that.�
�But they will sit on their hands� � said General Shaw, �� with the exception of the Philippines, until the nukes are taken out. We cannot fight a war in two theatres Mr President, we have to fight a holding action on one front and decisively win on the other, in order to free up those forces to go on the offensive on the other side of the world.�
�That, as they say� is the rub, but at least we have India and Pakistan to act as a back-stop if our operation in China goes wrong, we also have full cooperation from their intelligence services. Plus of course there is the added distraction they are staging, it could wrong foot the little bastards for once, have them looking the wrong way.�
�Sir, with regard to the ICBMs, we believe we will have a workable plan for you by tonight.� Henry Shaw informed him.
The President raised an eye.
�Run it by me now General.�
All the rooms, which the President visited, were wired for sound by the Secret Service, in this way they could monitor their principal�s security without being present, at times when visitors as they had just had, were in conference with him. It is only human nature to be guarded or less than candid in sensitive matters if there is someone hovering about whom the subject matter does not directly concern. So it wasn�t a coincidence that Mike entered as soon as the President asked the chairman of the joint chiefs to go over the plan.
The President sighed as Mike�s large frame filled the doorway.
�I guess its past my bedtime, so it will have to wait until later Henry. Are you guys staying here awhile, it is just like the Ritz� the bits that the paying guests never see!�
�Yes sir, we will be here until we get the green light on a plan.�
�Okay, see you later.�
Henry and Scott made their way to the sleeping quarters, where they found that they were bunking in the same tiny room.
�Why do they always make such a big thing, about who gets the top bunk in the movies?� Scott asked.
�Usually they�ve got it wrong,� Henry Shaw answered. �On the bottom bunk you don�t get the light shining in your eyes, and it is easier to make up in the morning so you get to the mess hall quicker� what rank were you in the National Guard, Scott?�
Scott laughed.
�PFC, eventually.�
The General�s eyes twinkled. �I�ll tell the cooks to keep your eggs warm then,� and claimed the bottom bunk.
North of Magdeburg, Germany: 0430hrs, same day.
Lt Col Reed instinctively ducked lower into his �maggot� when the torch was shone onto his face.
�It�s zero four thirty sir� I got you some tea.� Sgt Major Moore drawled.
Phil Reed bowed to the inevitable and unzipped the bag from the inside, letting in the cold damp night air.
The American warrant officer moved back, allowing the British CO to roll out of the warm comfort of the sleeping bag.
�I�m told this is �NATO style�,� he said, handing over the mug.
The CO grunted as he took a sip. �Ah� hot, strong, a ton of sugar and evaporated milk instead of that dreadful powder, thank you Sarn�t Major.�
1CG and the 82nd Airborne troops had arrived at their present position a little over a day and a half ago, digging in astride Autobahn 2 where it crossed the Elbe.
The river curved to the southeast before running south again, on their right flank, and on their left they had the Mitterland Kanal where it joined the river opposite the town of Hohenwarthe, on the east bank.
Lt Col Reed was not entirely happy with their position, true though that they had the Elbe to their front and right, the canal running east/west on their left, but a branch of the canal also ran behind them into Magdeburg.
The battalion and its attached units were effectively on an island surrounded by water and the bridge carrying the A2 over the canal to their rear was their only means of withdrawal. It was unlikely that the enemy would deliberately drop the bridge to the west, but accidents can happen.
The last NATO units withdrawing from positions around Berlin had passed through their position just before 9pm the previous day, US Army military police had been the very last to cross. Behind the MPs had been a horde of fleeing humanity, desperate to cross the river but the engineers orders were to blow it after the last MP vehicle reached the western bank.
Guardsmen and airborne troopers had tried to persuade the engineers to keep the bridge up until the enemy had appeared; to allow as many civilians to escape as possible, but the bridge had been blown as ordered.
The Autobahn�s bridge, like most post war bridges in Germany, had been built with demolition in mind, for an occasion such as this; cavities for demolition charges were built in to the design.
The first refugee had been 500m from the bridge when it had gone up, and once the rubble and dust cleared refugees stood on the shattered eastern ramp, staring silently at the safety of the western bank, now denied to them.
As the Major in command of the demolition team had pointed out, Spetznaz and fifth columnists were causing havoc with the lines of communication, and they just couldn�t take the chance that some of them were using the refugees as cover, to seize the bridge for their own forces to cross over.
Most of the refugees had moved on, trying to find other ways across but several hundred had camped out on the eastern bank, oblivious to the danger that they were in.
The refugees also posed a hazard to the security of the NATO troops still on the far bank, acting as a tripwire for enemy troops advancing ahead of the main force. The battalion had a listening post out, well dug-in and cammed up but several times refugees foraging for firewood had walked over the hide.
Big Stef was in the hide, just over a mile east of the river. His new partner was a battlefield replacement, a �stab�, stupid TA bastard at that, not even a Guardsman. Bill had green Velcro patches on his camouflage smock under his ghillie suit that were missing the �RMP� flash that once sat there. It was bad enough that the man was a copper in civilian life without advertising his �weekend monkey� hobby too, so the flashes were deep inside his bergen. Stef didn�t know how well Bill could shoot yet, he wasn�t entirely happy with the staff sergeant's field craft but to be fair he hadn�t had a lot of practice, and it did seem to be improving as old lessons were remembered. He did know that Bill was an SCO19 firearms instructor so he hoped the man could hit what he aimed at. The last crop of replacements had joined them during the final day at Leipzig airport. Most were ex-regs but there were a few from TA infantry regiments whose establishments rendered them too small to take the field as formed units so they were battlefield replacements. Bill was the only non-infantry wallah, posted in to bolster the under-strength sniper contingent.
Bill seemed pleasant enough, but Stef was no stranger to being on the receiving end of Queens Regulations, he didn�t like �monkeys� much, as squaddies called the Redcaps.
Bill was the first to spot the Russian eight wheeled BTR-80A; it was taking advantage of the slope down toward the river to coast along the autobahn with its engine idling. Big Stef listened as Bill called in a real live fire mission for the first time in his service, and grudgingly accepted that it was faultless. Two and a bit minutes later the BTR-80�s, 280hp KamAZ-7403, engine roared as it propelled it backwards to escape the mortar rounds that had been called in.
�I think it�s time to foxtrot oscar, Bill.� Stef pushed away the turf and wood hatch at the rear of the hide, checking that the coast was clear before pulling himself out and reaching back in for their Bergens, which Bill passed up to him.
The sniper�s ghillie suits were lined with thermal suppressant hessian, this lowered their heat signatures rather than eliminated them completely, and the face and hands would still show up on a thermal imager. The strips of overlaid cloth, designed to break up recognisable shapes hung off them as they crawled toward dead ground that would give them cover from view from the autobahn.
They skirted a hastily erected refugee shantytown as they neared the river; it was spread along the fields bordering the river and had to be bypassed. Both soldiers walked quietly so as not to draw the attention of the refugees in their tents and brushwood and fertiliser bag shelters.
On reaching the bank they took cover whilst Stef called up the far side for a small assault boat to collect them. The mortar fire landing a mile away had roused the refugees who either made preparations to move on before the dawn or whispered in frightened tones to one another.
The sound of twin outboard motors got the attention of the refugees as the assault boat approached the eastern bank; it prompted a stampede toward the spot it was heading for.
�Oh, bugger� this doesn�t look good,� said Bill as he used his night goggles to try and work out which would arrive first, desperate civilians or their transport.
There was little doubt in either soldier�s mind that it could get ugly, pretty bloody quickly and they backed up to the water's edge with their weapons in their shoulders. As the assault boat reversed its engines to prevent its impact with the river bank, the leading knot of refugees got to within 30m of them and Stef fired a round above their heads. It stopped them all in their tracks, except for one woman who paused only momentarily. She had a bundle in her arms and the man next to him held a small boy, the couple were breathing heavily from the exertion of running. There was a rapid exchange of German between the couple and the man obviously didn�t want to relinquish the boy at first, but she spoke sharply at him, before changing to a much softer tone. The pounding of feet was getting louder as the larger group of refugees began to catch up, and the man lowered the boy to the ground. Taking the boy's hand the woman hurried forward towards the snipers, ignoring the levelled weapons. �Bitte, bitte,� was all she said over and over until she reached Bill�s side. At first he thought she wanted to come with them, but she thrust the bundle at him, forcing him to lower the rifle and nestle the bundle in his left arm. Turning to Big Stef she picked up the boy, who couldn�t have been older than three or four and held him out to the soldier. Big Stef kept his rifle levelled at the crowd whilst trying to avoid eye contact with her.
With a slight bump the assault boat nudged the bank behind them.
�Are you people comin� or not?� a testy voice asked from the boat.
�Jesus wept!� Stef finally said under his breath. �Cover the people on the bank!� he shouted over his shoulder. As he heard a weapon in the boat being cocked he lowered his own and took the child from the German woman.
�Danke� danke shon!� she whispered and she kissed him on the cheek before turning away, a hand to her mouth and shoulders hunched as she walked back toward her partner who came forward, put his arms about her and led her into the crowd, out of sight of the children they had given up.
Stef and Bill got into the boat, which reversed away from the bank as a great tide of refugees arrived, shouting imploringly at them. The boats cox�n opened the throttles and brought them around, heading back to friendly lines. About a thousand people now lined the bank, many were crying as they saw salvation departing.
In the dark neither Stef nor Bill could see the faces of the cox�n or the Royal Engineer sapper who was riding shotgun. �Bollocks� I feel really unclean.� the sapper said at last to no one in particular.
The small boy sat bewildered and frightened between the strange soldier�s knees as the boat bounced along, he winced and looked up fearfully as Stef ruffled his hair. Stef looked over at the shape of Bill.
�What you got there?�
Bill was unwrapping the bundle and uncovered a tiny face, his nose wrinkled at about the same time.
�It�s a shitting machine of indeterminate sex, I think?�
�Well the Razman is just going to love this� not!�
41 20 N 100 20 E: Same time
Shuang Cheng-Tzu, the �East Wind launch facility� of the People�s Republic of China�s space program, near Jiuquan in Kansu Province on the southern rim of the Gobi Desert, was constructed in 1963 on the orders of Chairman Mao.
The facility�s two hundred-something buildings along thirty miles of the Etsin River are built from materials brought in along a spur line of the Urumcji-Lanzhou rail line. The railway is virtually the only way to reach the facility and the PRC�s ICBM silos that are also sited in the region.
It is one of the most inaccessible and well-defended regions of mainland China and right now it was the focus of a great deal of activity.
Twelve �Long March 4� boosters were in various stages of assembly, whilst a thirteenth and fourteenth sat on their individual pads. The facility held six launch pads but was using only two, although launches would be separate events, so as not to alarm the West as to exactly what was going up.
The Swiss Embassy in Beijing was notified that over the next 48hrs, the PRC would be launching �weather satellites� in order to monitor the effects of the nuclear weapons detonated in the Atlantic �by the warlike western powers�.
The Swiss passed on the word to NATO but at USAF�s hardened space command bunker in South Dakota, they watched closely via a low orbit satellite as the Chinese vehicle broke through the clouds. Everything indicated that it was a normal operation to lift a satellite into low orbit, as did the remaining twelve over the next few hours.
No one seriously believed that the Chinese needed thirteen weather satellites to monitor the exceptional cloud cover that now covered a larger portion of the planet than ever previously recorded. Best guess was that they were increasing their stocks of orbiting communications and surveillance satellites, since the US had started knocking them down. When Russia also put another eight satellites up, without warning but at hourly intervals, the same thoughts applied there too. However, once all twenty-one were aloft they began radical manoeuvres, using up irreplaceable fuel at an extravagant rate.
Although rocket scientists were involved, it did not take the brains of one to work out that the �weather satellites� were far from harmless instrument packages.
The President was in the middle of a videoconference with the European leaders when Joseph, his CSA interrupted him.
�Mr President?� he said from out of camera shot. When the President looked around, the CSA made a zipping motion across pursed lips before making thumbs down gesture.
�Gentlemen� General Shaw is going to sit in for a minute or two whilst I take a call in the next room.�
The �next room� in this case was the bathroom that adjoined the videoconferencing suite. �Joseph, even married guys with kids get talked about if they follow other guys to the john� what�s the problem?�
�Sir, Russia and China today launched twenty-one satellites between them, we assumed they were in response to our anti-sat missions, thickening up their available units, however they are now moving into positions which we predict will allow then to intercept our own.�
�Killer satellites?�
�Yes Mr President, either particle beam or kinetic energy weapons, an attack on our satellites is now in progress� space command has already started altering orbits. It takes up one hell of a lot of computer time to work out new ones where they can still do the job for us.�
�What�s the bottom line Joseph?�
�The bottom line sir is that we are going to lose some assets up there� either to their weapons or simply by running out of fuel through playing kiss-chase in outer space.�
�So which ones are they going for,� asked the President. �Surveillance or communications?�
�Surveillance sir or our RORSATs to be specific. There�s a lot less for the other type to look at since Grease Spot. I think we will see more launches before long, they will come for our COMSATs next.�
�Do our allies know?�
The CSA nodded in affirmation. �Yes Mr President, right now the low orbit above this planet resembles the freeway filled with drunk drivers.�
TSC-16 was an old satellite inasmuch as its fuel tanks were dry; it could no longer stave off the pull of the earth�s gravity by adjusting the height of its orbit. Operated by La Marine Nationale, the French Navy, it was sweeping across the Atlantic when it ran into a wall and died three months earlier than its operators expected.
Stalingrad-05 had launched just three hours before and had the easy task of destroying the French sitting duck. The Russian satellite was little more than a shotgun with a single shot capability, radar, remote control, fuel tanks and manoeuvring jets strapped on. The �buckshot� was in the form of 10,000 tiny cubes of aluminium that were fired into its target's predicted path by the self-destruction of the Russian satellite. The cubes of aluminium did not need to be weighty, as indeed they weren�t.
Stalingrad-05 had matched orbits with TSC-16 and rotated about its axis to point its business end at the French satellite 400 miles behind. 9,997 pieces of buckshot in the gradually expanding cloud of metal missed TSC-16 completely, but the quarter-tonne satellite was travelling at 38,000mph when it impacted with three, one half-ounce cubes, and disintegrated in rather spectacular form.

CHAPTER TWO

South of Byaroza, Belarus: 0310hrs, same day.
However things were going in space, the Pacific or the rest of Europe, it was all of little interest to the Belarus armed forces. Having worked out a rather bold plan with the Poles, they were now in dire straits.
The loyal Belarus numbered seven under-strength motor rifle regiments, and three armoured regiments, shadows of their former selves, plus artillery and engineers. Three divisions worth of men and equipment lay wrecked and mangled, dead and burnt out between their present positions, and the banks of the Dnieper.
Since the battle on the Dnieper at the start of the war, they had fought one other major battle, which had been in defence of Minsk, the capital. That had been a delaying action, allowing as many as possible to flee the city, but it had cost them dearly.
Poland had agreed to come to their aid in a plan devised by the Belorussians, which called for the Belarus forces to make a fighting withdrawal southwest, drawing the enemy on as they did so. It had been a running battle interjected with counter-attacks to cause the most hurt to an enemy superior in number.
The Poles were then meant to punch out due east, outflanking the enemy before curling around to the southwest to strike them in the rear, severing their logistical support train as they did so. It would probably have worked too, had not an enemy covert operation decapitated the Polish government and High Command.
Polish forces had crossed the border, but under the command of men who knew the names, addresses and whereabouts of every member of every Polish soldier�s family. The Polish troops could either fight their former allies or their loved ones would die.
The Poles were to the west and northwest of the Belorussian army, the Ukrainians to the south and the Russians were rolling in from Minsk, to the northeast. The Belorussians who had gone over to the other side at the outbreak of war were also present, but they had been incorporated into the Russian ranks after heavy losses at the hands of their countrymen.
The remains of the Belarus army were now centred on the tiny hamlet of Zditovo, with three lakes in a roughly triangular pattern, providing flank anchors.
Major Johar Kegin, a pilot without an air force, was now a foot soldier in command of an infantry platoon, a post that called for a lieutenant�s rank, but the battalion commander was never going to let him run anything larger. Kegin had a professional to do the real thinking, Sgt Topl, a career infantryman with no apparent sense of humour. All Johar had to do was look confident and encourage the troops, the sergeant at his elbow told him what to say and do.
Johar�s platoon was part of the 11th Motor Rifle Regiment, and they with the 6th MRR were dug-in facing slightly north of east. On the northwest side of the triangle the 7th MRR and 19th MRR had the narrowest frontage, but the boggiest ground to defend. The widest was held by 4th, 23rd and a composite regiment comprising the remnants of 2nd, 10th, 12th MRR, 1st Airfield Defence Regiment and the gunners of several batteries that no longer had ammunition for their pieces. Every unit there also had cooks, drivers, air force personnel and civilian volunteers in their ranks.
Before their positions lay some of the most expensive tank traps in the world, towed artillery pieces with their breech blocks removed, were in clusters designed to channel the enemy into killing fields. They had more guns than they had ammunition for, so the rounds were distributed to the self-propelled batteries and the remainder had disabled their guns before joining the ranks of the infantry. Thin ditches had been dug in front of the positions, too shallow to offer real cover to an enemy. Rain had fallen all night, covering their narrow bottoms and drumming off the barrels beside them.
The army�s soft skinned transport was either submerged or poking above the surface of the lakes, just off the banks where they had been pushed to deter or hinder amphibious flanking attacks by APCs and light tanks. Although their fuel tanks had been drained of diesel for the armour, and petrol for field defences, the oil from the waterlogged engine blocks and sumps polluted the surface of the lakes.
To the rear of the foxhole that Johar shared with Sgt Topl was a T-72, dug-in in the hull down position as a static pillbox. It had just enough fuel to provide power for its turret; the rest had been siphoned off for their best tanks, the least badly damaged. Johar�s armoured neighbour was just one of over thirty tanks and APCs that now provided strongpoints in the defence. Eighteen tanks and twelve APCs constituted the mobile reserve, held ready to plug any gaps that may appear in the defensive lines.
Johar was asleep, wrapped in a filthy blanket and groundsheet at the bottom of the foxhole when Sgt Topl shook him awake.
�Standing patrols coming in Major� the Russians have arrived� infantry attack forming up to the front. I think they are going to try a sneak night attack, anytime now. I have informed the command post and the men.�
Johar rolled out of his �bed�; his feet squelched in the mud that was the floor of their foxhole�s shelter bay and took a swig of water from his canteen. All the equipment he wore came off dead men, from the helmet on his head to the boots on his feet. Sgt Topl was staring at him; Johar could feel the man�s eyes, so he put away the water and rolled up the blanket, putting it inside the fertiliser bag he had acquired. Sgt Topl�s pet hate was equipment left out when not in immediate use.
Once the blanket was strapped to the top of his pack next to his folding shovel and his groundsheet rolled up and likewise stowed away, they left their foxhole to crawl over the muddy ground, from hole to hole, checking everyone was now alert and their equipment packed away. For the past week, Sergeant Topl had, in private, treated his new officer as he would a recruit but without the cuffing and occasional kick that recently ex-civilians were awarded in the name of military education. Topl treated all recruits like un-house broken puppies, if they were bad they were scolded and had their noses rubbed in it, if they continued to offend his professional sensibilities, then it got painful.
Everyone was tired, everyone was hungry and many were carrying injuries from earlier combat, Johar now knew them all by name, even in the dark after the close contact of the last few days, he knew these men better than he did his own squadron mates. He gave encouragement where needed and left the advice to Sgt Topl, but he did tell them what he thought would be happening.
�It�s unusual for the Russians not to charge in with their tanks and APCs, I think they are going to try and rush us on foot so we probably will not see their artillery first, it would have happened already if they were going to do that.�
�Are they short of ammunition sir, is that why?� one had asked him.
�If the enemy are short on shells for their big guns then it is your birthday and Christmas come all at once, Rudik.�
It took less than ten minutes to do the rounds and then they headed back to the safety of their own hole, as they arrived they heard the creaking sound of the T-72�s turret being hand cranked around, and Johar used a field telephone to speak to the tank commander. They were short on night viewing aids; or rather they had run out of the batteries that ran them.
The T-72 did not have thermal sights, but its commander had Johar's own night scope, run directly off the tanks power supply in the absence of batteries. At the moment the tank�s engine silent, having been shut down just after last light, to save fuel and deny the enemy any thermal clue as to its location. Whenever the engine was shut down, the crew would carry buckets of water from the lake, and dump the contents over the tank, starting with the engine deck, in order to cool down the metal quicker. It was backbreaking work going back and forth, but it improved their chances of survival.
The T-72s Commander informed Johar that he was watching movement in a treeline 1200m away, through the night scope. The crew would lay-on by hand for the first shot, and then start up the engine, so as to remain hidden for as long as possible.
After a minute or so the tank reported infantry deploying out of the woods and heading towards them slowly. At night, slow equals quiet.
Once this had been reported, men were sent forward to un-stopper the barrels and remove them once empty. The stink of petrochemicals hung in the damp air as the men returned to their lines.
By the time the approaching Russian infantry were 800m out, the last of their number had just cleared the treeline. Three infantry battalions in total, three thousand men, were heading for the ground between the lakes held by two Belorussian Regiments that together numbered only nine hundred and eighty-two.
Johar handed the field telephone over to Sgt Topl, who already had the radio�s telephone handset to one ear.
The Belorussians in the tiny army quietly waited for the Russians to arrive, listening hard for any noise emitting from the darkness. Johar gripped his AK-74 and felt the fear in his gut. He had been in several fire fights over the past week but only used his weapon during the first, though he seriously doubted he had hit anything. It came as something of a relief when Sgt Topl had taken him to task over it.
�You are supposed to be the leader sir; while you are blasting away you are not watching what�s going on and not controlling the fight.�
Johar had watched Topl after that; he�d shout fire control orders to the men, not letting them all fire at the same target, thereby wasting ammunition. The sergeant did use ammunition though; he would fish out his own fresh magazines from ammunition pouches, tossing them over to anyone who was running short, before giving covering fire whilst they reloaded.
Before was different though, before they had had some place to withdraw to. When they received word that the Polish hierarchy had been annihilated it had been too late to disperse and fight on as guerrillas, Poles under new management and the Ukrainians were closing in. They were already dead men, they all knew it and all chose to go down fighting rather than go quietly into the night, with a bullet in the back of the neck.
They had expected the enemy to beat on them from the air, but the enemy had been oddly absent up there which was just as well, because three ZSU-23-4s constituted their entire dedicated air defence.
After what seemed like an age, the dug-in tanks fired almost in unison, white phosphorus rounds ignited the fuel with a roar. Only a few of the Russian infantry came to any direct harm from the flames, but it silhouetted several hundred against the fire. Para-illum was distinctly short on the inventory but for a relatively short time at least the Belorussians had achieved surprise, shock and a target rich environment. The Russian infantry were not green troops, the �rabbit-caught-in-the � headlights� effect lasted only moments before the targets went to ground, even if they were still in view, they made themselves smaller targets whilst they crawled and rolled to better cover. Several dozen however, were caught by the Belorussians small arms fire before they could react or get down. The hull-down tanks and APCs started up their engines to provide power for the turrets and automatic loaders whilst the infantry did their best to kill as many of the Russians on this side of the flames as they could. They ganged up on the figures of those not yet in cover as they hugged the muddy earth; bullets kicked up the ground around them as they crawled desperately, until the rounds struck home. The figures jerked as they were hit, and then the defenders moved on to another, until that too was hit.
Mortar and artillery fire brought an end to the Belorussian monopoly on the killing, screaming in on the defender�s positions and forcing the Belarus to seek the safe climes at the bottom of their holes. The attacking infantry�s commanders on the ground could see nothing beyond the flames; they were however receiving frantic calls for support from their men on the wrong side of the ditches.
The battle in Belarus was a side-line in the Soviet scheme of things, unfinished business but not one of the highest priorities. The Ukrainian, Polish and Russian forces lacked the air and artillery resources that were available to their forces in Germany, but they kept up their heavy barrage until the flames in the ditches were no longer a barrier, before reducing their rate of fire slightly.
Johar and his sergeant huddled in the mud with the best of them, breathing through their mouths as protection against the ruptured lungs that could accompany near misses by large calibre shells, or fuel air munitions.
Counter-battery fire and direct fire support was at present absent from the Belorussian side, more through limited ammunition than any cunning plan.
Sgt Topl was listening for the sound of the incoming to change slightly, as it shifted to their rear. Right now he knew that the infantry were moving up under the cover of the barrage, close enough that they themselves would be starting to take casualties if their discipline were good. As soon as the shellfire moved to the rear areas, isolating the front line from reinforcements the Russian infantry would be hustling forwards as fast as possible to get in amongst the Belorussians before they recovered.
Topl already had an entrenching tool at hand to be used as a weapon, he now tugged his bayonet from its scabbard and kicked the major, who opened his previously clenched eyes and saw what Topl was holding and fixed bayonets himself. The platoon would already have done so, those who had not been killed already by the shelling.
The moment Topl heard the sound of the incoming rounds change, he was on his feet, and bent over so as not to stick his head above ground until the last enemy shell had impacted on their positions. Johar pulled himself up and found he was shaking all over, the terror of the bombardment robbing his limbs of strength. His hands shook as he gripped the assault rifle and he looked guiltily at the sergeant, in shame at showing his fear. Topl was staring at him, his face devoid of expression, and then held his own hand in front of Johar�s face, it shook just as badly as his own and Topl suddenly grinned for the first time since Johar had known him. It was so unexpected that Johar began to laugh and after a moment Topl joined him. The rain fell on them from the heavens, high explosive screamed overhead and they were outnumbered by three to one, but for now they crouched in a muddy hole and laughed.
Inside the treeline of a copse outside the village of Zditovo, in the centre of the Belarus position, a detachment of just four soldiers, all carrying injuries guarded the Belarus command post. Every able bodied man, and many who weren�t, were in the fighting positions. A barn had been taken over to house the command staff of the loyal Belorussian forces; rain drummed off its corrugated tin roof and slicked its rough stone walls.
Within the barn the commander of all loyal Belorussian forces studied the large map on the wall of the barn they had taken over. The Russians had tried to take them by surprise with dismounted infantry and failed, now the question was, what contingency plan did they have for such a failure?
His answer came a few minutes later when a heavy barrage began on the southwest side of the defensive position in addition to that on the northeast.
Either the Russian attack had become a diversion or the Ukrainians were about to launch the real deal, or vice versa. However he was wrong, the Russian commander had tired of the losses inflicted by the Belarus since the start of the war, and was going to end this matter as quickly as possible so they could join the units fighting in Germany. He lacked the artillery to pound on all three sides of the Belarus position at once, so he would shift fire to the northwest defence line once the lead Ukrainian MRR was a minute away from the south western line. Meanwhile he wanted to alternate his fire between the enemy trenches and counter-battery fire.
From out of the woods opposite the Belarus north eastern and south western defence lines, undergrowth and saplings were crushed beneath the wheels and treads of the two MRRs that were moving into the assault.
Small arms fire brought the laughter to a halt and both men brought their AKs up, peering over open sights into the dark but they could see only muzzle flashes by the forward foxholes, not who was firing.
Johar grabbed for the radio handset to call for illumination, but someone beat him to it. A �thunk� to the rear announced a mortar firing a para-illum round and three seconds later a magnesium flare was suspended beneath a small parachute overhead, producing 300,000 candle power of light.
The sight that greeted them was a mass of enemy infantry, stretching back into the night; they were everywhere!
The nearest Russian infantry were almost on top of their foxholes, several were preparing to grenade the men�s holes whilst others put down heavy fire.
The sight angered Johar to the extent that all fear left him, and with a scream of hatred he aimed at the nearest group and began firing long bursts into them. The fire fight between the entrenched Belarus and the more numerous but exposed Russians rapidly grew in crescendo and ferocity. Sgt Topl stopped his own firing long enough to reach across to slap Johar�s helmet hard.
Fire missions major� fire missions!� As soon as Johar dropped down below the parapet to use the radio, Topl resumed firing.
It was the first time Topl had allowed him to call in a fire mission, granted though� it was easy just looking at the range card and quoting the code word for the pre-planned mission, rather than working out grid references from a map.
Mortars fired the closest missions and artillery took those further away, and just before the first rounds landed Johar saw the call-light flashing on the field telephone. Crouching low with free hand covering his ear he listened to the tank commander warn him of enemy T-80s and APCs 1200m away.
It meant that the artillery would in a few seconds abort their present fire missions and shift their fire to the approaching armour.
With friendly fire air-bursting 20� above the ground, the furthest Russian infantry were taking casualties before they got to within small arms range of the Belorussians. Had this continued then the Belarus infantry could probably have managed to hold their own, but once the artillery shifted a seemingly endless mass closed in on them.
The defenders had cleared the area in front of their positions, dead and wounded Russian infantry lay all about, and then the light faded. There was a delay until the mortars put up another para-illum round after the first one died out, but in the time it took for the next flare to ignite more Russians rushed forward, taking advantage of the darkness.
Three grenades went off in rapid succession, one landing short of the platoon�s left hand trench but two landing inside it. Rudik, an eighteen-year-old from the suburbs of Minsk, the young man who had asked Johar about enemy artillery, lay outside the protection of the trench, blown there by the double grenade blasts. Rudik was screaming in a high pitch, both left limbs blown off and blood fountaining from severed arteries, of the other soldier who had shared the foxhole there was no sign.
Despite the open target, no fire from the Russians came near the maimed soldier but Sgt Topl heard jeers and laughter from the darkness.
The new flare burst to life above them and Topl took careful aim before firing a single shot, the young soldier�s screams immediately ceased and Topl adjusted his aim, going for all those Russians within range to have thrown the grenades.
Johar had been firing in short bursts; his weapon clicked on an empty chamber and he quickly changed mags. The Russians then grenaded another of his men's trenches, reducing opposing fire by another two weapons.
We�re getting ground up here and we need help, thought Johar as he called up the regimental CP on the radio with a sitrep and request for assistance.
The situation seemed about the same in the neighbouring platoons, the Russians had another two waiting in the wings to replace every man the Belarus hit, but for every Belarus killed it was one less weapon with which to stem the tide.
There was a pause in the Russian shellfire landing behind the Belarus front line as the Russians adjusted their fire with co-ordinates now supplied by the counter-battery radar crews who had backtracked the defenders fall of shot, to the artillery gun lines. Bad news for the gunners, but good news for Johar and the rest of the defenders on that side of the triangle as APCs from the reserve approached unhindered over freshly shelled ground and deployed their infantry loads. The fresh infantry added their fire to the line but it was the hellish roar and continuous streams of fire from two of the ZSUs that had accompanied them which was most telling. Employing their quad cannon in an anti-infantry role, the four streams of cannon shells looked like laser beams as they hosed the ground in front of the positions before moving on to targets further out. The effect on the Russian infantry was terrible to behold, men hit by the 23mm cannon shells disintegrated in football sized lumps, pieces of torso and amputated limbs spun off into the night. The Russian infantry tried going to ground, but folds of earth that could stop a bullet had no effect on cannon shells designed to punch through armour plate. The enemy infantry broke.
As the second flare dimmed and then went out, officers and NCOs shouted
�Cease fire!� at enthusiastic but inexperienced men who wasted rounds on the disappearing Russians.
The gunfire faded out everywhere, even from the artillery at the rear as it moved location. All that could be heard were the sounds of engines, from the rear and from the front as Johar and Topl scrambled out of their foxhole to check the men. They took ammunition boxes with them, replenishing depleted stocks as they went about it. Topl also sent one man from each foxhole out into the dark to strip the enemy dead of ammunition, grenades and any rations they may have. All along the line the other units did likewise, the occasional scream could be heard as they came across wounded men, who were treated to the same degree of mercy as the enemy had shown them, a bayonet or a rifle butt.
With a freight train sound in their passing, the Russian artillery rounds ended the temporary lull, impacting where just a short time ago the Belarus guns had stood. Johar and Topl looked over their shoulders at the flashes of impacting rounds before hurrying on. They had just finished handing out ammunition and counting heads when they heard automatic fire from the front. It wasn�t aimed at them and ricocheting tracers span into the air after striking the ground, indicating the intended targets were several hundred metres away.
�KGB troops!� Topl informed the officer. �You get shot for running away in the Red Army!� He laughed at the look on the pilot�s face. �We used to do the same in this army, when it too was part of the Red Army� come on, they won�t shoot them all, just enough to make an example. Let�s get back in our hole before the rest learn the error of their ways!�
The establishment of the platoon was supposed to be one officer and thirty-six men, two hours ago however it had stood at one and twenty-one. When Johar got back to their foxhole he reported to the company CP that it now stood at one and sixteen. There were no wounded, when only a head and shoulders are exposed above ground the majority of injuries are traumatic head wounds.
Near the village at the centre of the Belarus position, the defenders� three remaining SP batteries completed their relocation and brought their guns around on new bearings and elevations, one fired a counter-battery mission whilst the other two concentrated on the armoured assault closing from two sides.
In their holes in the ground the defenders peered across the open ground into the darkness, officers tasked with watching for amphibious armour approaching from the far side of the lakes didn�t notice the twenty men emerging silently from beneath the surface.
The re-breather sets that the Spetznaz troopers wore did not emit tell-tale bubbles of exhaled air as aqua-lung gear did. The sets and flippers they wore were discarded close to the shore before the troopers even broke the surface and crawled ashore, pulling bundles after themselves and with weapons ready.
The ZSUs that had come to the assistance of Johar�s defence line withdrew to reload; the APCs collected their dismounts and pulled back too, leaving the infantry to prepare themselves for the next attack.
The stationary tanks wanted to start doing their jobs as soon as possible and called up the mortars for more para-illum; it took longer for the flare to illuminate the battlefield, igniting further away behind the enemy so as to silhouette them.
The moment the Belarus T-72s had targets that they could see, they began tracking the lead tanks, 800m away and closing.
The Russian T-80s were superior fighting vehicles in comparison to the Belorussian machines, but they relied on their thermal sights at night and the defending AFVs� engines were idling, just batteries producing power for the radios, plus, they were hull down with engine decks below ground level.
Johar and Topl cursed and covered their ears when the T-72 behind them suddenly opened fire. The engines may not have given off clear heat signatures but the hot muzzle blasts told them where to look, and after just two rounds the Belarus tanks barrels glowed in the Russians thermal sights.
Another para-illum was put up to augment the one already up, and the Russian tanks began to return fire. Johar and Topl ducked again as the T-72 fired, the sound of its gun merged with that of a loud ripping sound in the air and the T-72�s turret rang like a bell as a Russian sabot round glanced off its side. A second sabot ploughed a furrow into the muddy ground beside the tank, which fired back at its attackers.
The approaching enemy armour was close enough now that the defenders could see infantry crouched on the engine decks behind the turrets of the tanks and jogging behind, using the vehicles' armoured bulk as cover. These infantry were the ones they had driven off a little while earlier, quadrupling the infantry already carried in the enemy MRR�s APCs.
Artillery began to land near Johar once more and they crawled into their shelter bay and huddled again on the mud floor.
On the south-western line the barrage lifted, shifting fire to the, as yet unaffected north-western positions. The infantry scrambled from their shelter bays and began to engage the armour with their few remaining anti-tank weapons at a range of 200m.
The Belarus commander decided to split his reserve force in two, to bolster the defence on the two sides threatened by the Russians and Ukrainians. Ideally he would have liked to have some reserve to play with, but it was now an all or nothing situation. He turned from the map and snapped his new orders to his staff officer. Outside the barn in the wet night, four shadowy figures sprinted away into the darkness. In the mud lay four bodies, dispatched by head shots from sound suppressed weapons, the eyes of all four were open and mirrored each other�s expressions of surprise as they gazed unseeing at the bleak wet setting they had ended their lives in.
Four shaped charges, one placed against each corner of the barn robbed the structure of its integrity. Shattered stone, propelled by the blasts at 200mph tore into soft tissue inside the structure a second before the walls and roof caved in.
Two batteries of 2S1 "Gvozdika" 122mm self-propelled howitzers and one battery of 2S3 "Akatsiya" 152mm guns were all that the Belarus retained for artillery support. The 122mm were engaged against the advancing MRRs whilst the 152mm battery received range and bearing to the enemy guns from a battlefield radar via the main CP. When the flow of information to the big guns suddenly halted, the battery commander used his initiative and shifted fire to the southwest.
The 9M111 Fagot is an infantry portable anti-tank weapon similar to the Milan and TOW systems, weighing 38kg with missile attached, it has a range of 2,500m and can penetrate 60mm of steel plate. The 2S3 Akatsiya�s armour was only 20mm in depth. The Big SPs were lowering their barrels to the new elevation when the hatches of the vehicle on the extreme left blew off, followed immediately afterwards by a catastrophic explosion that blew the big artillery piece apart. The remaining vehicle commanders ordered the drivers to move, believing that counter battery fire had at last found them.
The Spetznaz troopers operating the Fagot took only twenty-four seconds to detach the empty launcher and attach a fresh one, they worked from left to right, aiming through the thermal sight and keeping the crosshairs on the spot they wanted to hit. The anti-armour missiles followed the data fed to them through the filament of wire that trailed behind, linking them to the weapons sight. Wherever the crosshairs were laid, that is where the missiles struck.
Whilst the battery's guns were being taken out, two five-axle support vehicles with reloads stacked on their flatbeds, and the battery commanders BTR-80 command vehicle came under intense fire from two pairs of troopers armed with stubby OTs-14 Groza assault weapons. The troopers first fired 40mm grenades from the Groza�s underslung grenade launcher through the open rear doors of the BTR and in to the truck�s cabs, before flipping the fire selectors and emptying 5.56mm Teflon coated rounds into the survivors.
In less than four minutes the 152mm guns were wrecked and burning in the night as the troopers picked up their launcher and reloads, heading off toward the sound of the nearest 122mm batteries guns.
As soon as the barrage landing on their positions switched to the rear, Sgt Topl was out of the shelter bay and peering over the foxholes parapet, the lead AFVs were less than 200m away. To the left of the platoon position, a large shell crater occupied the spot where two riflemen had once been, creating a wide gap between themselves and their neighbouring Platoon on that side.
�Major� come on, we�re going forward!� he shouted into the shelter bay. Johar saw the sergeant�s legs disappear as the man left the trench, so he crawled out of the shelter bay and began to pull himself out also before stopping. The ammunition boxes were inside the bay, they would need them very soon so he stopped midway out of the foxhole, ducking back under the low roof to retrieve them.
Behind them in the T-72, the air stank of burnt propellant and the sweat of fear as the commander brought the turret around slightly to bear on a T-80 whose self-stabilised gun was pointing unerringly at them. He lowered the sights, aiming for the junction of turret and body when the T-80 fired, its depleted uranium round struck the Belarus tank squarely and the T-72�s own ammunition exploded.
Johar was dragging the ammunition boxes clear of the shelter when the round struck like a thunderclap. Instinct propelled him headfirst back into the shelter bay, where he curled into a protective ball.
The T-72s turret parted company with the rest of the fighting vehicle, punched upwards by the simultaneous detonation of the tank�s ready loads.
The weight of its gun barrel tipped it over the horizontal plane and the turret performed a semi somersault, slamming down on Johar�s foxhole, eighteen tons of steel sealing it like a tomb.
Sgt Topl was a third of the way to the late Rudik�s trench when the T-72 exploded. Crouching low he peered back at the tank and witnessed the turret slam down onto the foxhole he had just vacated, sinking about a foot into the soft earth. He opened his mouth to shout the major�s name but stopped, with a regretful shake of his head he looked back to the front, crawling the rest of the way to the left flank�s foxhole.
7.62mm rounds from the nearest tank stitched a line across the ground near him and he tumbled headfirst into the empty foxhole, landing amidst the remains of the soldier who had shared it with Rudik. His nose curled in distaste at the smell and the gore that smeared him as he pulled himself upright.
Russian infantry were jumping off the rear of the tanks, some were hit in mid-air by the defender's fire, their bodies losing co-ordination and tumbling to the ground like puppets without strings. Topl fired bursts into the infantry nearest to him; their return fire was heavy but not terribly accurate.
They huddled as close to the tank's armoured sides as they could, firing from the hip as they kept pace with it.
As Topl changed mags the enemy had moved close enough to throw grenades and one exploded on the parapet, shrapnel struck the side of his helmet, knocking him sideways back into the mud and gore. His head span and as he tried to climb to his knees, he could hear nothing but a roaring sound in his ears. Topl vomited and dug his fingers into the earthen walls of the foxhole, seeking some point of stability but the roaring sound increased. What light there was eclipsed by the Russian T-80 driving over the foxhole and stopping, Topl looked up and then screamed as the tank began to turn in place, collapsing the foxholes walls, filling his mouth with damp soil and stilling his voice forever.
Nevada Desert: 1823hrs, 8th April.
General Shaw presented the plan that would involve US Green Berets, Britain�s Special Air Service Regiment�s Mountain Troop and their Royal Marines Mountain & Arctic Warfare Cadre, B2 Spirit Bombers and the Philippines Air Force facilities on Mindanao. Several thousand miles away in Russia, a covert team would already have been inserted by some of the same B2 bombers along with F-117A Nighthawks. At sea, eight SSN�s would be hunting for the PLAN ballistic missile submarine.
�What we are juggling with here sir, are limited resources and critical timing. The B2s giving tanker support to the Russian operation, Guillotine, have to be repositioned in the Philippines to tank the B2s that will be taking in the ground troops for Equaliser, that�s what we are calling the China op. Once the ground forces for Equaliser, have been inserted, the B2s have to reconfigure back to their bombing role.� He fixed the President with a look.
�I don�t like complex ops Mr President, the simpler they are, the less that can go wrong and this is about as complex as they come. It�s a three-piece op, at sea, in China and in Russia. If one falls down, they all fall down� I don�t like it but it is the only option open to us at the moment, sir.�
The President nodded.
�I am familiar with Guillotine Henry, I heard about it before you did,� he smiled smugly, it wasn�t often the chief executive knew of military matters before the chairman of the joint chiefs. �Guillotine is being handled the old fashioned way, on paper. I don�t trust these damn computers since China got into them, so how have you been planning this?�
�Sir, we are using stand-alone's, no network, no Internet.�
�Good, good� tell me about this submarine?�
�Sir, the Xia is a home grown vessel, not a Russian cast-off. She displaces 7,000 tons submerged, has a crew of one hundred and four. Nuclear reactor, two steam turbines and a single screw that is capable of producing 22 knots, flat out. She completed an extensive overhaul two years ago to enable her to carry their new JL-2 SLBM, submarine launched ballistic missile. The JL-2 has a range of 5,200 miles with a payload of four, 3-megaton independent re-entry vehicles each. The Xia carries twelve of these missiles. When at sea, she is always escorted by two Han Class SSNs, which are also PLAN designed and built. The PLAN had four Han Class, one is laid up with reactor problems, and the Royal Navy�s HMS Hood sank another in the North Pacific. And this� � General Shaw handed an aerial photograph across of a submarine on the surface.
The President took out his spectacles and put them on. �� This was taken by a light aircraft just after dawn, at the start of the invasion of Luzon, in the Philippines.� The General informed him. �Those men on the aft casing are commandos launching rubber boats� something which should be done at night, but maybe they had problems and launched their attack late. The point I am trying to make is this�  PLAN was hardly going to have their precious Xia nearby, so the one sunk by Hood had to be part of the Xia�s escort. We know the exact spot she was sunk, the time and day, so it narrows down our search area considerably.�
�Okay Henry, didn�t the Brit boat hear this Xia?�
�Sir, best bet was that the Han was clearing their area of operations of any unwanted shipping. It was attacking a British flagged sailing vessel when Hood bagged it; the Brits didn�t hear anyone else about. The Hood was just about out of ordnance when they sank it, they are enroute to Pearl to reload and offload the sailing boat�s crew, along with a pee-oh-double-u� a Chinese aviator, and two survivors from the John F Kennedy group.�
The President raised his eyes at that.
�How the hell do you survive a nuclear attack?�
�By being out of range, trying to shoot the attackers down at the time. One is a Sea Harrier pilot, the other is� � he flipped through some pages. �� Lt Nikki Pelham, an F-14 pilot. Her RIO was killed when the Han attacked the sailing boat.�
The name rang a bell somewhere and the President�s forehead furrowed as he tried to recall where he had heard it.
�Pelham� how do you spell that Henry?�
The general told him and the President cursed.
�Oh dear lord� there is nothing fair in this world is there?�
Henry Shaw had a blank look on his face.
�Do you remember the story from Washington, the lawyers killed by the poor guy whose whole family had been killed, and then he turned the gun on himself?�
General Shaw thought for a moment before it came to him. �He was in town to visit the �Nam memorial when the bomb went off� then found out his daughter had been aboard John F Kennedy� � It then dawned on him then that the Pelham in the article was one of the same. �� oh God, poor girl.�
�As soon as we�ve finished here Henry, get a wire off to Pearl, see what you can do for her when she arrives� I take it the press do not know yet that there were survivors?�
�Definitely not Mr President, we do not name any assets, or give the enemy any idea as to what was where and when.�
�Good, keep it that way please� or some sonofabitch is going to be shoving a mike in her face and asking how she feels about her family dying and her dad being a murderer just the second she steps off the boat!�
The President signalled for more coffee and when he and General Shaw were topped up they continued.
�This Russian Major who�s going back into Russia� Bedonavich?� Henry nodded and the President continued with his question. �I understand he wants to try and contact some friends in the Russian military, what do you think his chances are?�
�Well Mr President, pro New Soviet Union types hold all the top echelon of slots on the staffs, plus of course the war is going well for them� I am rather pessimistic as to his having any luck in bringing them over to our camp. I have already spoken to Terry Jones, I think it is unwise to try� at this stage anyway. If one of them denounces him, he will be arrested and tortured as a matter of course. He blew their operation with the bombs, and he is still supposed to be in the West, they are not likely to be using kid gloves if they get their hands on him. It could compromise the whole operation; Terry has already told him that.�
The chief executive approached the plasma screen, which was displaying a large-scale view of the earth from the North Cape to the tip northern tip of Australia. He touched the screen northeast of Moscow, and the view zoomed in on the area.
�What is the state of play with the assets on the ground?�
�Sir, Spec Ops infiltrated a team into Russia once we knew we were going to war with these people. They are fully covert right now; they have taken no action yet except to establish contact with CIA�s people in place and recon the landing site. They have not ventured out into the open, the civil and military police over there are seriously on the lookout for deserters and draft dodgers. The Russian assets that CIA has are only safe if they are in their fifties; the safe houses are all off the beaten track in the forests, as is the airstrip. It is a Second World War site that CIA has been keeping in reasonable shape for years� just in case. There is a tanker of fuel, stolen I believe, and civilian transport.�
The President made a cynical grunting sound.
�What was that movie in the sixties with the phoney secret army in Russia� �Billion Dollar Brain�, let us hope CIA�s assets really exist, not just on paper!�
The General smiled briefly.
�Sir, Spec Ops troops on the ground verified that everything is as promised.� He brought up the area south of the Gobi Desert on the plasma screen before widening the view considerably. �Anyway, as you already know all about Guillotine sir, can I move onto Equaliser� .For the insertion into Kansu Province, we are positioning B2s for tanking at a military strip west of Rangoon in Burma. They will land at night, tank the insertion aircraft over the Bay of Bengal the same night and be gone by dawn. India, Pakistan and Bangladesh are going to promenade their troops and start shaking fists at one another over the Kashmir Region, starting in two days� time. Hopefully, should the PRC radars spot anything over the Bay of Bengal; they will put it down to one of those three nations up to something nasty which does not involve China. The B2s have a 3000km journey to the DZ, which is 70 clicks from the target� the troops walk the rest of the way. First priorities are the two ICBM fields and the second is China�s space centre. They get into position to laser mark the targets, set up the equipment and egress the area undetected. The sites may, or indeed may not have laser detection devices so the equipment is switched on remotely either by satellite or by the bombers themselves. We use SRAMs, short range attack missiles with 500kt warheads. Unlike command bunkers, which are essentially solid shells on springs, an ICBM silo has to be more accessible in order to launch the missiles; therefore it is less well protected. Extraction of the teams is another thing entirely, they are going to have to E&E, escape and evade to an old mountain airstrip 160 klicks west where we can lift them out by C-140. Mr President, this plan has 1001 things that can go wrong with it, but we have no other options. Japan threw in the towel rather than have her cities nuked� again. The other countries in the region will not take direct action until the nuclear threat is eliminated. Even with the ICBMs taken out, we are going to have one hell of a fight on our hands, even with our potential allies fighting along too.�
He punched a few more keys.
�Anyway, elsewhere in the PTO, 25th Armoured Brigade, 6th Armoured Cavalry Regiment and 51st Infantry Brigade arrive in Australia tomorrow night from Korea, they are light a good deal of equipment that was destroyed in place. 8th Fighter Wing, from Kunsan AFB, is now at RAAF Tindall in the Northern Territories, south of Darwin. They are sharing with 75 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force. The Aussies there are flying F/A-18 Hornets; the 8th has two squadrons of F-16 Falcons, so ordnance is compatible. We got a lot of their equipment out of Kunsan on RAAF, Indonesian, RNZAF and Singaporean transports, as well as our own so spares and ordnance-wise, the 8th are okay.� The screen view changed to that of Australia and General Shaw continued.
�The Aussies found evidence of seven planned amphibious landing sites, all along the eastern coast of Queensland and New South Wales. Our 5th Mech will be arriving in Brisbane in seven days; the Australians want them based there, for the time being anyway. 25th Armoured Brigade, 51st Infantry Brigade and 6th Armoured Cav Regiment are outside Melbourne, MAC, the Singaporeans, Indonesians, and the Royal Thai Airforce are busting a gut ferrying ammunition and spares from the States to them. We are also assisting the Royal Singapore Air Force units that escaped being overrun on the first day, only by being in East Timor at the time, it�s a squadron of C-130s, a half dozen Chinooks along with a mixed bag of RF-5S Tiger Eyes, F-16C and Ds. They arrived with only what they could throw aboard or was hanging off the hard points.�
�Every little bit helps Henry� what are the PRC doing now, where are their forces?�
�Japan and Taiwan have been occupied, as has the Island of Leyte in the Philippines. Fighting is very heavy on Luzon, the PRC are about twenty-five miles north of Manila. The Filipinos are making them pay for every yard� .but they are being ground down, the PLA are too big. Good news is that they didn�t get a foothold down south in the islands; the invasion of Cebu was defeated� utterly, with a little help from the Singaporeans who, quite by chance, were in the area at the time. It won�t end there though; the PLAN will try again. The second biggest island, Mindanao, hasn�t been touched� it�s got a big Muslim community and they have been trying for independence for years. I reckon the PRC are trying to strike a deal with the Muslim guerrilla forces, to join forces and attack the Philippine armed forces there from within and without on the promise of independence in return for base rights� at least until they own the Pacific and Asia.�
Taking a gulp of coffee the President shook his head as he listened to that last opinion and then interjected.
�If the Muslim�s have any sense they�ll see that a huge PRC presence will be even harder to kick out than the Fils, and they have no reason to trust China. If I were them, I�d throw in my lot with the Philippine government in return for independence when the war was won.�
�Do you want the bad news, Mr President?� General Shaw asked him.
�It would be pointless my saying no, now wouldn�t it?�
�We have lost contact with the enemy carrier group, since they launched their killer-sats our coverage has gone to hell. The PRC have launched another five of them� and four of ours and NATO�s RORSATs have now been taken out. However, the French have another three ready to go up at Guyana Space Centre, and we are launching three more on Titan boosters from Canaveral tonight. The F-15s are still carrying out launches against the enemy satellites, with about a 70�% success rate. We have taken eight of theirs off-line permanently� so it is not entirely one sided Mr President.�
�Anything else major on that front Henry, if not then let us move on?�
The screen changed again, this time to depict the ETO, the European theatre of operations.
�The fighting in Belorussia has ended, just before dawn this morning radio contact ended with the Belarus armed forces. Radio intercepts would seem to indicate that the Belarus fought and died in place, there was no mention of prisoners either.�
The President shook his head slightly; not able to fully comprehend that human beings could treat life with such contempt. After a moment he spoke.
�It is curious, is it not, that they exchanged prisoners in Leipzig and those men of ours that they had were treated according to the Geneva Convention?�
�I would assume that the Russian airborne division�s commander was allowed to fight the battle as he saw it� kinda hard to enforce policy on a unit behind the lines.� The General brought up the map of Germany
�Anyway, we have noticed something odd in Germany� as you can see we have realigned along our new line, enemy recon units have already caught up, they are now probing, to gain Intel whilst the main forces catch up. Probably by this time tomorrow the assault will again be underway� but if you look to the rear areas sir, you will notice only a third of their available air have moved up in a position to give close support. We don�t know why, could be a problem with aviation fuel, ordnance or spares� I am a pessimist, that way I�m never disappointed, so I am betting it is something sneaky they are hatching.�
The President leant forward, looking hard at the screen and the military symbols upon it, as if trying to divine the secrets the other side held.
Pechenga, northwest Russia: 0530hrs, 10th April.
Security was tight for a radius of 100 miles around the cluster of airbases, total radio silence was being enforced and police, ambulance and even the taxis that had them installed, were ordered to switch them off. The Russians wanted no loose lips mentioning the aircraft that had flown in that night.
Across the border in Norway, the Norwegian signals intelligence analysts were alerted, not by any unguarded transmissions, but by the total lack of them.
NATO had been informed the day before of the signals blackout and the pieces fell into place; SACUER now had a good idea as to where the missing aircraft had gone. Either Russia was planning an invasion of Scandinavia, or they were intending to put submarines into the Atlantic once more, replacing those sunk by NATO.
The four divisions the present convoys carried were not enough to make a marked change in the balance of firepower in Europe, they were due in port late the following night or sometime in the early hours of the next day, but the four others that had just left on the new convoys could make the difference.
Britain�s principal fast jet trainer, the BAE T. Mk1 Hawk has a wartime role as a point defence fighter. The eighty-eight aircraft in RAF service were quickly converted to this war role when hostilities with Russia looked imminent. They can carry only two AIM-9L Sidewinder missiles on under-wing hard points, and a 30mm Aden cannon pod on its centreline hard-points, but they are extremely manoeuvrable.
At RAF Scampton in Lincolnshire, the Red Arrows display teams aircraft were no longer wearing their red livery, and they along with No. 100 Squadron from RAF Leeming, near Northallerton in North Yorkshire received orders to fly to And�ya and Banak in Norway within two hours. With all RAF front line units fully engaged with events in Germany, the Hawks would provide local air defence to the Royal Norwegian Air Force�s maritime and anti-submarine bases, their ground crews and logistic support would follow soon after. 100 Squadron found themselves sharing space with Flyvevabnet airframes and crews; the Royal Danish Air force F-16�s of 727 Eskadrille had arrived from Skrydstrup an hour before they had.
The Charles De Gaulle was warned to expect an attack anytime soon and Spain�s VTOL carrier Principe de Asturias steaming off central Norway turned about and put the pedal to the metal, heading north to add her twelve AV-8B Harriers to the Task Force. The deck of the helicopter carrier Jeanne d'Arc was going to be very crowded, HMS Illustrious was too far away to be of any help but her Sea Harriers weren�t. The Fleet Air Arm pilots got to sample the not unpleasant aromatic mix of garlic and Gauloises cigarettes in her wardrooms.
Ordnance was going to be complicated for the Sea Harriers; they were going to be reliant on the Spanish carrier for reloads.
HMS Temeraire had been lurking in the seas northwest of Murmansk to provide early warning for the North Cape Task Force since the day after the war broke out. She had accompanied Britain�s sole remaining diesel powered submarine, HMS Ulysses, standing off to seaward whilst the last of the Upholder class boats carried swimmers to within a mile of the coast, before moving further east, closer to the approaches of the Russian port. She now reported upwards of twenty fast attack craft, ten frigates and eight destroyers grouped off the coast.
Canada�s Victoria class SSK�s, HMCS Chicoutimi and HMCS Windsor along with the USS Twin Towers were released from convoy escort duty and headed north.
The sound of jet engines rolled across the sleeping countryside, six regiments of fighters, seven Regiments of fighter-bombers, four of bombers and the S37 Golden Eagles lined the taxiways of the airfields, weighed down with ordnance. The A-50 tankers and AWACs were already aloft, east of Murmansk but not yet radiating.
Off the coast, twenty-four Tarantula class missile boats in two ranks, five miles apart, had set off at midnight, making low turns in order not to broadcast their presence but they now opened their throttles. The twenty-three destroyers and frigates increased speed to twenty-four knots, their job was to act as a third wave if required and to occupy waters off the North Cape once the NATO ships had been sunk or driven off. Far behind them, emerging from the safety of the port came the submarines; they would not be taking part in the fight if all went according to plan.
The S37s headed east to top off their tanks before turning northeast, as they left the tankers the Backfires and three regiments of Flogger Js moved in to top off their own fuel tanks.
An A-50 had been on station at the Backfire and Golden Eagle holding area since midnight, trying to burn through the task force jamming whilst producing its own. Ideally there would have been more than one aircraft performing this task, but losses in the A-50 fleet meant that until the older Mainstays could be brought out of mothballs, they had to make do.
The remaining regiments that lifted off from the fields headed west with the fighters taking the high ground, and the fighter-bombers hugging the earth.
Back at Pechenga, airbase security had detected a burst transmission whilst the crews were still heading out toward the dispersal area and their aircraft two hours before. It had been only of one hundredth of a second duration but had given them a bearing of 312�, but nothing to indicate how far away. At the very least they needed another cross bearing to narrow down the location of the transmitter, so they drove out of the base to the northwest in a BTR-80 festooned with antennae. Logic dictated that if the transmission were anything to do with the base then it had to be within optical range, so out of sight of the perimeter a company of troops mounted APCs of their own and waited.
Sergeant Ramsey, and three marines from the SBS, Special Boat Squadron, had dug their hide into a steep section of hillside just thirty hours before. They had reached the site two miles from the airbase after a forced march, having been diverted from their task of watching for sign of an overland invasion of Norway.
Whilst submerged, HMS Ulysses had brought them in several days before, creeping slowly past the Russian coastal patrols with the RM commandos on its outer casing. They had then swum for the cliff face a mile off the submarine�s starboard side and scaled it before moving inland.
Digging the hide near the airbase had taken seven hours, carefully removing heather and turf before cutting into the hillside. The spoil was carried down to a nearby stream where the waters carried away the evidence, until they had just enough space for the four of them. A camouflage net was pegged firmly into place, braced with branches sawn off by folding saw, and the turf and heather replaced over it
Sgt Ramsey finished typing into a palmtop and pressed send when the wheels of the first aircraft left the tarmac, they had already sounded the alarm when the base had come to life and it had been obvious something major was afoot. With that out of the way the marines settled back to await the aircraft returning, when they would then send a damage assessment.
To the east of the marines� OP a BTR-80 turned north, placing itself between the hill and the Norwegian border. They now knew to within a half-mile from where the transmission had originated, it was time to call in the beaters to flush the spy or spies into the open.
Heading west, nine regiments of Su-34s and Mig-31 Foxhounds headed for the northernmost Norwegian airbases at Bod�, Bardufoss, Banak and And�ya, the CAPs comprising of four F-16s turned in to intercept them.
From Banak and And�ya, two squadrons of RAF Hawks rose to meet them, with the Danes F-16s and the Norwegians out of Bod�.
The Russian fighter-bombers, three regiments each of Su-25 Frogfoot and Mig-27 Flogger Js made for Banak, Bod� and And�ya, with the intention of rendering the maritime, ASW and fighter bases un-operational. The mission of the Russian fighters was principally to prevent the NATO fighters from intervening in the attack on the Task Force, protecting their own fighter-bombers was secondary.
One hundred miles south of the Task Force, NATO JSTARS and AWAC had been orbiting for over a day with radars at standby, now they fired up those radars. French AE-6B Prowlers with the task force had begun active jamming two days before over a wider area than normal, denying the enemy a fix on the ships. Norwegian ground stations already had the inbound fighters and with their data link to the AWAC and JSTARS they also had the fighter-bombers winding their way through mountain valleys toward the targets, well inside Norwegian airspace.
The Su-25 Frogfoot fighter-bombers bound for Banak skimmed the Norway/Finland border, turning southwest with the intention of coming in on the RNAF Sea King helicopter base from the south. The Flogger Js on the mission headed northwest, dropping down to wave top level to cross Laksefjorden. On the western side of the fjord they turned southwest, over-flying the town of Veidnes as they flew down the valley that linked the fjords of Laksefjorden and the long Porsangen fjord which led to Banak at its southern end. As they emerged from the valley three of the Royal Norwegian Navy�s surface-to-air missiles, launched from fast missile patrol boats, brought two Flogger-Js down in the frigid waters.
Four shore batteries protecting the ASW helicopter base engaged the northern attackers with the NASAMS, surface-to-air version of the US AIM-120L. The Floggers� low-level attack plan went out the window as they discharged flares, chaff bundles and went ballistic to escape the mountain edged confines of the fjord.
For the aircraft going after the more southerly targets, they infringed Swedish sovereignty by over-flying that country. The Swedes were not best pleased; their SAM batteries engaged the high flying fighters whilst their CAPs of Jas-39 Gripen�s got stuck-in amongst the fighter-bombers.
Russia had made a habit of violating Swedish territory over the years, and the Swedes had responded with diplomatic notes. The Russians had been betting that in a shooting war, the Swedes would not even put pen to paper.
For the first time since 1814, Sweden was at war.
With a massive air battle developing over Scandinavia, three of Russia�s S37s headed west on a heading of 220�, a course that would intercept the AWAC and JSTARS. The E-3 Sentry could not see them with its radars but it was watching them anyway via the E-8 JSTARS FLIR, forward looking infrared. The E-8 had no enemy vehicles to track, but in the cold northern climate its FLIR, which helped distinguish between dummy targets and the real thing, was watching three warm tracks appear over the horizon at sea level.
The Charles De Gaulle launched her Dassault, Rafale M and Super Etendards. The Rafale M was gradually replacing the ageing Dassault Super Etendard, but the carrier still carried eight and these aircraft hugged the wave tops as they raced east, seeking the Russian surface warfare vessels. Two pairs of Rafales were vectored onto the S37s whilst the remainder sat on deck alert or remained on CAP.
Sgt Ramsey was pulling his sleeping bag from his Bergen, when the marine he had relinquished the telescope to hissed an urgent
�Sarn�t!�
Around the perimeter of the airfield, all trees and brush had been cleared away to a distance of 400m, heading across this security zone now; Eight BTR-80s were making their way toward the hill where the marines lay. Ramsey was not a great believer in coincidence; he had a bad feeling in his gut as he looked east towards the horizon. In the next half hour the first traces of dawn would be appearing, he now planned to be well on the way to the Norwegian border by the time it was light.
�Pack up� leave your maggot Harris, we�ve been pinged!�
In under two minutes the OP was abandoned, Harris had unzipped his sleeping bag, pulled on his fighting order, picked up his M-16 and followed the rest out, leaving his sleeping bag as instructed. The team barely paused as they retrieved the four Claymore mines that had covered the front, flank and rear of their position. The �IRIS� set and sensors, their infrared picket fence, were left behind with the camouflage net and thermal screen, time was of the essence, the equipment wasn�t.
The M-16 was the weapon of preference for the SBS; it was light and easy to handle. Its 5.56 round lacked the stopping power of heavier ammunition but it was �soldier proof�, hard to bend. The M-16 is in service worldwide, and a proven piece of equipment.
Once they had cover from view from the approaching APCs they broke into a jog until they had reached the far side of the hill, and once there the sergeant slowed the pace slightly to that of a forced march. The enemy were probably planning on surrounding the hill before combing it with a ring of troops that closed in on the summit like a noose; he wanted to get clear of the area before that happened.
Their boots squelched in the mud as he removed the tactical palmtop from inside his smock and reconnected the lead to the satcom transmitter strapped about his waist. Once the green �link established� light illuminated he pressed two keys, the first being for the pre-programmed �Compromised/Bugging out� message, and the second for the direction they were heading, 0� magnetic.
Whilst they were still high enough to see beyond the fir trees that started half way up the hill and marched off some two miles northwards, the marine with their thermal scanner had a look for any sources that would indicate a threat.
The thermal scanner did not detect the BTR or the twelve Russian security troops; there were far too many trees in the way for their thermal images to register. The BTR was parked in a hollow, the engine was silent and the crew was making up the numbers in the three snap ambushes that were in place on paths coming off the hill.
When the marines were about two thirds of the way down, the noise of engines reached them, the sound drifting through the pine trees. If they slowed to a tactical pace they would be caught inside the cordon the enemy was obviously intent on putting in, but if they carried on at this pace they stood a real chance of walking into a kill zone. Sergeant Ramsey did not like feeling like being a grouse being driven by beaters, the birds ran into gun line every time.
Ramsey ordered Harris, the point man, off the animal trail they were following, they would keep it about 50m to their left, and although it would mean they travelled more slowly it would also lower the risks of them running into an ambush.
The damp pine needle floor cut the noise that they made but it was more tiring feeling their way between the trees, ducking under low boughs rather than create a racket by pushing through and past them.
Harris was ducking under a low branch when he froze, before snapping his M-16 into his hip and aiming at something that Sgt Ramsey, twenty feet behind, could not see. There was a burst of firing, both from the marine and from somewhere else, and the young marine dropped dead in his tracks.
The method for dealing with an ambush is simple, the situation may not be survivable but the anti-ambush drill is there none the same. At the first burst of firing the remaining marines charged through the trees at where they believed the enemy were, screaming like banshees and firing as they went. Shock value is the purpose of the drill, turning on an enemy who has the advantage, making him get his head down and with luck giving him some brown adrenaline in his pants for good measure whilst stealing the initiative from him.
The four Russian security troops in the ambush had taken up position in the undergrowth some 40m from the trail, and had the foresight to place one of their number facing the rear. It was this man that the marine had found himself eyeball to eyeball with at a range of just ten feet. The rear protection man and the marine killed one another with their first rounds, the sudden firing from behind them taking the remainder by surprise.
Ramsey was firing from the hip as he came through behind the Russian ambushers, his rounds had been fired blind but once past the tree beside his dead marine he saw the remaining Russians awkwardly training their weapons around. Ramsey hit the ground as his two other marines burst into view, and aware that he had only a few rounds left in the existing magazine, he selected single shot before double-tapping the centre man in the centre of his chest as that man squirmed on his back trying to bring his AK to bear. The roar of gunfire was over in a second, two more Russians lay dead whilst a third clutched at the line of holes across his bloodied belly and screamed in agony. Just a glance at the position of the wounds told the tale of irreparable damage to liver and spleen leading to a lingering and agonised death, a single shot stopped the screams a moment later.
Another marine was down; shot through the face, chest and throat his heels drummed on the forest floor momentarily before his body spasmed and suddenly relaxed.
Ramsey cursed himself for not going slower on the bug-out, as he and the last marine dropped their Bergens and emptied their mates� ammunition pouches of full mags and grenades. Stepping quickly over to the nearest Russian he rolled the body face down before removing the pin from a grenade and wedging it underneath, spring-arm uppermost. The marines then made off to the north, abandoning their Bergens were they�d dropped them.
The route the marines took brought them close to a stream, so Sgt Ramsey swerved towards it when he heard the water, the engine noises were getting louder and if the ambushers had not been alone then they could easily have already been cut off. From what he recalled of the ground beyond the wood there was precious little cover and the banks of the stream might just keep them out of sight.
Their breath fogged the frosty air as they pounded on downhill, and from behind them they heard shouts as more enemy troops found the bodies at the ambush site.
A loud explosion silenced the shouts moments later, as the body of the booby-trapped soldier was rolled over by a comrade seeking to discover if the man were still alive. It minimised the chances of pursuit and instilled fear into an enemy growing confident in the hunt.
They were coming to the edge of the pinewood and could see by the grey pre-dawn light that the six hundred odd metres of scrubland to the next woodland began only seventy or so metres away. Ramsey slowed, lowering himself down the bank into the icy water that came up to his knees, and the marine with him followed suit. The banks showed signs of the heavier flow of water that would have been present earlier in the month, when waters from the spring thaw would have swollen it. Both men crouched forward at the waist in order that only their heads appeared over the edge as they moved more slowly to the edge of the trees, where they halted. Ramsey paused for a moment as he looked around, and satisfied that there were no enemies yet in sight he took a pace forward. In the poor light he failed to see the two grenades, wedged between submerged boulders and linked together by a length of tripwire below the surface. The commander of the BTR had placed similar crude booby traps at another half a dozen likely routes that he did not have the manpower to cover. Sergeant Ramsey looked down when he felt the resistance against his left shin, thinking it was a trapped branch, and then the pressure against his leg disappeared as the pins slipped out. The young marine behind Ramsey was looking to his left when the grenades went off, peppering him with shrapnel, one piece of which entered below his ear, travelling upwards into his brain. He never even heard the sound of the explosion that killed him.
Sgt Ramsey was thrown forward by the double blasts, almost losing his grip of the M-16 as the freezing water closed over him. His ears rang but the right one seemed to be on fire as he pushed himself back up into the air, a thousand red hot needles seemed to be sticking in him. He pulled himself to the bank and rolled onto his back before reaching up to feel his ear, but it was gone, torn off along with a portion of scalp and his hand came away bloody. He had a pain in his right hip but he bent his knees to stand anyway, or at least he thought he had. Flopping unexpectedly onto his left side he saw with surprise that his left leg below the knee was held in place only by a strip of flesh. His camouflaged trousers were shredded below the thigh and also saw that the pebble bank on which he lay was wet with blood, leaking from a dozen wounds. He rolled onto his back again, feeling the onset of shock but focusing his mind to keep it at bay, shock kills and he needed to remain calm whilst he worked out how he was going to give himself first aid. The pain had not come yet but it would, and soon.
He was gripping his rifle in both hands and taking deep breaths, allowing his training to surface through the threatening trauma, when at that moment a figure appeared on the opposite bank. Acrid smoke from the explosions hung in the air, and the enemy soldier was stood on the edge of the bank looking to his left, upstream of Ramsey toward the scene of the blasts. When the soldier looked to his right, downstream, his weapon did not follow his eyes but he started to bring it around when he caught sight of the marine sergeant, aiming a weapon of his own right at him. Ramsey shot the soldier through the midriff; he folded in the middle with an audible �Ooph!� and sat down heavily before flopping face forward off the bank and into the stream with a splash, to struggle feebly for a moment before going still.
Whoever they were, they weren�t trained infantry thought Ramsey as a second soldier showed himself, visible only from the top of his shoulders to his helmeted head, craning his neck to see where the shot had come from. Ramsey took quick careful aim before shooting this second man in the face and a faint red halo appeared behind as it snapped back, dropping out of view as its helmet spun off to land with a thud out of sight.
To his left was a boulder that would offer more cover than he presently had, but before he could crawl towards it six objects flew from beyond the far bank to land in the stream with a splash, or clattering against the rocky bank he lay against.
Ramsey stared at the fragmentation grenade that came to rest just out of arms reach of him; he had time to announce a disgusted oath.
�Oh� shit,� and then it went off.
The seas off the cape are some of the most dangerous on the planet, often stormy and always carrying fragments of the northern ice pack, to a greater or lesser degree depending on the time of year.
In the dark, the Tarantula, fast missile attack craft had their radars on low power as they surged ahead, an estimated fifteen minutes from optimum launch range. The first wave would take out the outlying NATO picket ships; the second wave the inner, leaving the carriers vulnerable to the Backfire bombers, fighter-bombers, destroyers and frigates that would follow.
Aboard the task force the ships went to high NBC state, as the Super Etendards approached their own release points and their An�mone radars painted over the fast attack craft.
To the southwest of the French strike aircraft, the Rafale M advanced interceptors hugged the shoreline just above the waves in line astern, throttles as far back as safety would allow. The Russian airborne controllers aboard the lumbering and aged A-50s had watched them emerge from the NATO jamming and sprint toward the mainland, to all intents to the assistance of the Norwegians. Radar cannot see through mountains and there was too much happening for them to waste time with what became of the tracks that disappeared and did not reappear on the other side of the high terrain. The A-50s had the Super Etendards heading fast and low to the east, out of the electronic haze of jamming produced by the AE-6Bs, so they took over the Tarantulas� air defence fire control systems and the boats increased speed from thirty knots to forty. The Tarantulas' SA-N-8 Gremlins could accelerate to 1.7 Mach in under four seconds, but had a range of just 7km so the A-50s vectored in a pair of S37s. They would not arrive in time to prevent the French strike from launching, but the eight Frenchmen could not be carrying enough weapons to make an impression anyway.
The RNAF F-16s and RAF Hawks suddenly disengaged from the battle above Banak and beat feet to the west, leaving the battered Russian fighter bombers an open goal.
To the north of Banak, the flight of three S37s noted with satisfaction the departure of the NATO fighters and the unwavering orbits of the AWAC, JSTARS and their escorts. They had moved into trail as they crossed the northern tip of Norway, threading through narrow valleys, and across fjords but now the open ocean was in sight. As they crossed the high cliffs to begin their transit of the Atlantic their threat receivers screeched the warning that they had been locked-up by infrared missiles. The Russians� Saturn/Lyulka Al-41F engine nozzles altered direction as the fighters broke left, right and upwards, discharging flares as they did so. The French pilots could not match the turns, but they were already in knife fighting range when the Russians cleared the coastline, each S37 had three Magic II high velocity heat seekers chasing them, they ignored the slow moving flares, tearing past at 2.7 Mach.
The Super Etendards on the anti-shipping strike split after four launched a single weapon apiece. The Russian controllers watched half the attackers turn for home on burner whilst their missiles went ballistic. The senior controller ran the missiles' data against known profiles for anti-shipping missiles; he didn�t get a match, which did not surprise him because he personally knew of none that behaved that way. The remaining four launched two minutes later and turned hard, heading for the safety of the task force, their weapons did at least perform, as anti-shipping missiles should. His attention was then called back to the first missiles which had levelled out briefly at 30,000 before beginning steep descents, and then he noticed that the NATO forces had ceased radiating. With the exception of one AE-6B Prowler that was still jamming, all NATO radar and communication equipment was switched off rather than turned to standby, and no one was looking east of the North Cape.
�Dolboy'eb!� the senior controller cursed his own stupidity and stabbed the �all freqs� transmission switch.
�False Dawn� False Dawn!� he was almost screaming the code words. The Soviet units in the attacks came from more countries than just Russia, not everyone spoke Russian but they had all been given code words for a variety of occurrences.
Having put out the warning he unstrapped himself and sprinted up the aircraft for the A-50�s own master shutdown switch, for a man of fifty-five he was negotiating the chicane formed by the operators� seats quite well, but he wouldn�t make it.
The Russian destroyers and frigates began launching on the incoming missiles although they would also be too late, at 10,000 feet above sea level the four warheads detonated.
Many of the units in range of the effects of the nuclear airbursts were far too busy to initiate the shutdowns, let alone look up the code word.
Aboard the A-50 the datalink to the Tarantulas terminated, radar screens went blank as the EMP, electromagnetic pulse, tripped the built in safeties but still burnt out several circuit boards.
Fortunately for the A-50 pilots, they were on the northbound leg of their orbit at that moment, they knew that all the Russian warheads that were likely to be used today were conventional, but no one believed that NATO would use nuclear weapons off a member state's coastline.
Whilst the Russian controllers frantically replaced burnt out boards the second flight of Storm-Shadows flew on unchallenged half a mile apart, to detonate over the first wave of missile boats.
Radars and communications failed in many Russian airframes within a three hundred-mile radius, and retinas burnt out in those who were looking the wrong way at the wrong time. Airborne command and control for all Russian forces was lost over the north of Norway, and their naval surface combat units were either vaporised, or burning from stem to stern.
The ASW helicopter base and its defences at Banak lay in flames, but no airworthy aircraft had been there when the attackers arrived, they had dispersed the day before, along with essential equipment and personnel. Helicopters do not need runways; they were ready to commence operations once the Russian air attacks had been beaten off.
The Hawks and F-16s returned, although the Hawks arrived later having recovered to Bod�, to the south, to rearm with another pair of AIM-9 Sidewinders each.
One force that was largely intact was the Tu-22ME Backfire anti-shipping strike with its seven remaining S37 Golden Eagle stealth fighters. Two of their number had been intending to ruin the French fighter-bombers whole day, when five miles north of their own destroyer and frigate force they had been swatted from the skies.
The commander of the Task Force strike gave his orders to the regimental commanders; they left their holding orbits and split up into their high, low, left and right attack elements, heading west.
The AWAC and JSTARS turned back toward the east, initiating the powering up sequences for their surveillance, command and control systems. The datalink with the Task Force was re-established and the French aircraft carrier began launching the forty remaining Rafale Ms. The single AE-6B Prowler that had continued to fog the radar screens, denying the enemy an exact fix on the task force, curled down toward the icy waters streaming smoke and flame. Despite its electronic safeguards, several electric fires started by the EMP had been beyond the ability of the crew to put out; a helicopter was heading toward the imminent crash site.
Fleet defence was handed over to the Royal Navy Sea Harriers off the Jeanne d'Arc and the AV-8B Harriers from the Spanish carrier Principe de Asturias whilst the French advanced fighters attempted to break up the enemy attack long before it was in range to launch its missiles.
As the Russian A-50 began the process of re-booting its systems the strike against the NATO blockade went in unassisted, the S37s only had their own systems to work with. The S37s� commander looked at the electronic mess that was blocking his radar emissions and made a hard decision, his aircraft curved back around to the east to take station behind the leading regiment of fighter-bombers, thirty Flogger Js.
The Russian stealth fighters had been a thorn in NATO�s side since the battle of Leipzig, and as much as the senior NATO controller would have liked to waste them all before sorting out the strike aircraft there was too much at stake here. She watched the stealth fighters� heat signatures replaced at the forefront and ensured that none of the French pilots got carried away. Each regiment taking part, with the exception of the S37s, had two aircraft assigned to carry a pair of multi-phase jammer pods and only a couple of Aphids for self-defence, these aircraft now powered up their pods.
The Rafale Ms had an un-obscured view of the oncoming Soviet strike, right up until that point; there were a few Gallic grumbles as they switched from Mica, medium range radar guided missiles to their DEFA 791B 30-mm cannons for the first head-on pass. At their current closing speed, they risked damage to their own airframes from flying debris if they fired their Magic IIs at their maximum range of 7km.
Forty French advanced strike fighters were about to engage over one hundred enemy aircraft a mere 157 miles from the maximum launch range of the enemy�s anti-ship missiles.
The Russian S37s were not in the same restricted position as the Rafale Ms they carried the Vympel R-73E, known by its NATO code name as the AA-11 Archer. Its front and rear control fins are augmented with a thrust-vectoring system that deflects hot gases from the rocket motor, greatly enhancing turning performance and if that weren�t enough, it also outranged the AIM-9L Sidewinder and the Magic II by almost 30km.
Rafale Ms found themselves locked-up and broke lock by jinking violently into the vertical and discharging flares, the Russian pilots did not attempt to re-establish lock; they merely locked up another Frenchman.
Capitaine de A�ronavale Allaine Armand, the Charles De Gaulle�s CAG, leading Escadrille 24 immediately behind the leading squadron, Escadrille 15, barked at his pilots to hold their course and go to zone three afterburners even as his own threat receiver screeched in alarm. The increased thermal output in the Rafales' wakes, flares plus acceleration beat some of the AA-11 missiles that were loosed at them. Two of the advanced single seat carrier aircraft disintegrated in balls of fire and wreckage, a third lost its starboard engine but held its course, it failed however to beat the next Archer sent its way moments later.
The seven survivors of Escadrille 24 loosed 30mm cannon fire at the Flogger Js before breaking, Allain Armand thumbed a half second burst into the Flogger heading straight for him, its own cannon firing back at him, before kicking his left rudder and rolling inverted. A mere six feet of air separated the two aircraft as they passed and shards of shattered cockpit canopy bounced off the Rafale�s fuselage. Armand had no opportunity to watch the Flogger nose over with a dead pilot at the controls, he was pulling five Gs in a hard, diving turn to the left in an attempt to engage a regiment of Backfires, their wings fully swept back, streaking west at wave top level.
He got tone at maximum range and pickled off two Magic II missiles before breaking high right, to break another missile lock on his Rafale.
Escadrille 24 and the S37s were now embroiled in a fur ball as the bulk of the Soviet strike raced by, and as advanced as they were, the French aircraft were outclassed in this dog fight.
The as yet un-engaged Rafale squadrons, Escadrilles 17 and 23, dived after the low-level Backfire regiments, leaving the disarrayed Escadrille 15 to get its act together PDQ, and take on the high level Floggers in a tail chase.
Two pairs of Spanish AV-8B Harriers remained on top CAP above the task force whilst the remainder from the Principe de Asturias and the British, Fleet Air Arm Sea Harriers from the French helicopter carrier Jeanne d'Arc, went east.
Aboard the Charles De Gaulle, Contra Admiral Bernard, the rear admiral commanding the task force, was fairly confident that the enemy had no precise fix on his ships. From the reports coming from his aircraft, the enemy had divided into two forces that were flying divergent courses at the time of interception, which he correctly assumed as meaning that they intended to divide up the hunting ground. He surmised that in the enemy game plan whoever came across the task force would send the co-ordinates to the other strike force, however, in reality the other force would know where they were the instant that the Hawkeyes stopped radiating and the ships went active in order to engage. Unfortunately for NATO they had to make things much easier for the Soviets than that, the Harrier force, both AV-8B and Sea Harrier FA2, were not supersonic and relied on their AMRAAMs to take out a faster enemy. The jamming prevented the radar guided AMRAAMs from acquiring the enemy so all Admiral Bernard could do was wait until the last possible moment before ordering the Hawkeyes to cease and desist. The ships would stay on standby and rely on the data-link feed from the AWAC to tell them what was going on and control the ships' air-defence systems, with fingers crossed that the aerial platforms were not downed or driven away.
His Super Etendard strike and the four Rafales that had ambushed the S37s earlier were now entering the pattern and would be turned around and sent off again, refuelled, and rearmed for air to air combat.
The Backfires called for help to get the Rafales off their backs and half of the Flogger Js in each regiment dumped their C-601 anti-ship missiles and went after the Frenchmen. The leading Rafales launched on the Backfires before going defensive, the Rafale M had a maximum speed of 2125kph and the Backfire 2300kph, and it was a race the French would lose. The Floggers were outmatched but they tied up the Rafales and allowed those still carrying anti-ship ordnance to leak through.
RAF Kinloss, Scotland: Same time.
Pc Stokes sat outside the office that had been borrowed by Scott Tafler for the day. There was a tension in the air, increased by the last minute hold put on the mission, as the KC-135 tankers that were to be staged out of And�ya had been moved back to Kinloss, because of anticipated enemy activity of some kind over northern Norway, at least which was what Stokes had heard.
The shouting from behind the office door had ceased about three minutes before and although Stokes was not privy to anything concerning the operational detail or objective, he knew from the shouting that Major Bedonavich was no longer going.
Constantine stood at the window, looking out across the airfield but not looking at anything. His hands were thrust into his trouser pockets and he had his back turned to Scott, who sat with a fax message before him.
�If you have quite done with the histrionics Major, I will explain the reason why you are no longer part of this operation� and why you may well have compromised operational security.�
Constantine turned with a glare. �What rubbish are you talking Scott?�
�The military attach� in Switzerland, Pyotr Cezechenko, was a classmate in the academy, was he not?�
�Pyotr and I are good friends, he was the best man at my wedding and he saved my life once, in Chechnya.�
�You telephoned him at his home in Geneva, from a payphone in Edinburgh� please do not deny it, Swiss intelligence sent us a tape to ID a voice, it was yours.�
�Well then, if you heard the tape then you know what the conversation was.� Constantine sat on a grey painted, stackable tubular steel chair with brown plastic seat and backrest.
�Pyotr agreed with me that this war is insanity, which we in the military have to do something to stop.�
�Have you ever seen an encrypted Russian military message text, Con?� Scott enquired. �Of course you have,� he said, and tossed across a sheaf of papers.
�The Swiss passed on the phone intercept and a batch of other stuff, a real flurry of encrypted traffic between the embassy and Moscow that day. It took a while for it to filter along to me.�
Constantine picked them up and looked at the top page.
�The first four biagrams identify the encryption settings,� Scott explained. �And the first triagram is the address group� in this case, LZV.�
�It is the premier's personal address group.� Constantine muttered.
�The second triagram identifies the sender, JHU� I am sure you recognise it too?� But Constantine said nothing; he kept his eyes on the page in front of him.
�On the second line you will see another triagram� it recurs another four more times throughout the message.� Constantine was still silent. �FDW, that�s your identifier isn�t it Con?�
�I told Pyotr that Svetlana was killed by the gunmen in the helicopter� what does the rest of the message say?�
Scott reached across and retrieved the message from Constantine, returning it to the file.
�I have no idea whatsoever, but as it was sent just forty minutes after you put the phone down in Edinburgh, I would say Pyotr made damn good time through the traffic to his office in order to send it. It mentions you five times Major so work it out for yourself. You told him you would be back in Moscow soon� worse still, you confirmed that you were still alive, and that Major, is why I scrubbed you.�
�Svetlana will not be safe over there without me.� Constantine told him.
�Yeah right, a whole militia with your picture and your lousy sense of judgement as regards the human character.�
Constantine�s nostrils flared.
�That is unfair of you Scott�  a cheap shot, as you would say!�
�Well forgive-the-shit-out-of-me Major� but you did not just endanger your own and Svetlana�s lives, one hell of a lot of other men and women are in this!�
�I already told you Scott� they think she is dead!�
�Oh, grow up, for Christ�s sake!� Scott shouted. �When they took you, and that�s when, not if� how long would it be before you gave her up to them� and the Nighthawk mission� the ancillary personnel� . one day, two� �
�I would never betray her� or them!� Both men were on their feet, facing one another across the desk.
�Never Con, never� your people wrote the book on interrogation. As brave and well-meaning as you are, you would tell them� you couldn�t help yourself.�
Constantine rose slowly his chair, all argument having left him and went back to stand before the window.
254 miles NNE of the North Cape Task Force: Same time
Sub Lieutenant Hawkins fought back the nausea he felt welling up as his lead, Lt Allenby came up on the air �Contact, contact, five Backfires, ten miles, three o�clock low!� He could feel the sweat break out on his forehead as he twisted around to look at the five dots 10,000� below, he didn�t know how his leader had spotted them and he definitely wished he had not, but there they were. The contact report was repeated to the ships and he found himself praying that the Hawkeyes would keep on pumping out the interference, so they would not be able to engage.
�Standby to go active Two, the E2s are shutting off the noise�  � we�ll engage from port quarter with Sidewinders and then switch to Slammers before they get out of range� snap right and low yo-yo, with me� . Standby, standby� go!�
In the few seconds that had elapsed from when they had first sighted them, the Russian bombers had closed considerably. The Sea Harriers rolled almost inverted at the start of their dive; radars still on standby and dropped toward the faster Russian aircraft.
As the seeker heads on the AIM-9 Sidewinders detected the engine exhausts of the Backfires, their warning growls sounded in Hawkins� headset and he found to his surprise that his fear was giving way to excitement.
The Fleet Air Arm aircraft bottomed out of the dive and pickled off two Sidewinders apiece on the up-rise, Allenby�s at the aircraft in the centre of the formation, and Hawkins at the bomber at the extreme right.
Fortune favours the brave, the Hawkeyes ceased their interference at that moment, as the Bomber formation broke, their threat receivers already alerting them to the closing IR missiles and they pumped flares out of their wingtip dispensers.
Allenby switched his radar to active and immediately got tone on the centre Backfire, unaware that the crew had temporarily blacked out in performing the vertical jink that defeated both Sidewinders. The Backfire�s automated defence system registered the AMRAAMs lock-on and the launch, dutifully punching out chaff bundles. It is not sufficient to merely distract a smart missile, the trick is not to be there anymore once it has wised up to the ruse, and that involves pilot type stuff. Allenby loosed off one AIM-120L at the lead Backfire before stamping hard on his left rudder pedal to lock up another.
The first Slammer took all of 100th of a second to analyse the various velocities of the chaff clouds and ignore them, locking on once more to the fast moving target heading up in a 70� climb with little deviation in course. The Backfires weapons officer, the youngest aboard, started to recover first and his brain recognised the screeching alarm just as the AMRAAM detonated four feet from the juncture of starboard wing and fuselage. The crew would owe their lives to the weapons officer�s youth; he was alert enough to activate the communal ejection system.
Hawkins� first Sidewinder was decoyed by a flare but the second stayed with his target through its 6 gee turn to starboard, flying up the port engine intake and exploding the bomber.
Cheering aloud to himself he rolled left and was amazed to see the three survivors already diminishing in size, but he locked up two of them with AMRAAMs and sent a 335lb missile after each of them. The air-intercept missiles accelerated to Mach 4 and ate up the distance between shooter and target.
Like a punter at a race track Hawkins urged them on down the final straight, cheering louder as his second kill fell toward the sea in flames, and booing as the other Backfire merely trailed a thick black streamer of smoke behind it. Hawkins revelry was cut short by his lead�s shout of
�Break left Tommy!�
Training took over and Hawkins automatically altered the angle of vectored thrust with his left hand, whilst turning the aircraft hard left with his right. The airframe shuddered as a cannon shell passed through the tail plane without exploding, and shook again with the turbulence of a Flogger overshooting, taken by surprise by the drastic manoeuvre.
The odds against the two Brits was three to one and they were not fighting as a unit, not covering one another, having split up whilst trying to account for as many of the bombers as they could.
Admiral Bernard watched the air threat get closer to the area of ocean his ships occupied, and the digital symbols representing his aircraft diminish in number. A large screen covered the after bulkhead in CIC, aboard the French aircraft carrier. In just over fifteen minutes his own carrier�s inventory of combat aircraft had been reduced by over 30�%, thirteen of his Rafale M advanced strike fighters had fallen, along with three British and Spanish Harriers, but accounting for thirty-three of the enemy thus far.
The two tracks of the S37s that had survived showed that they were heading southeast, presumably back to the barn to refuel and rearm thought Bernard, however neither Golden Eagle would ever take to the air again, they had taken too much damage.
As he continued to watch, oblivious to the activity going on around him in CIC, he noticed two RN Sea Harriers disappear from the screen and the four Floggers that remained after that fight steer directly for his AWAC and JSTARS cover, which in turn moved away.
"Putain de merde!" he shouted at the screen before turning to his English speaking communications officer.
�Get them back on station, we need them!� His own E-2C Hawkeyes were not equipped with the advanced command and control suite that US Hawkeyes were blessed with, and if the E-3 Sentry left then his ships would have to reveal themselves in order to provide air defence.
The Floggers launched anti-radiation missiles at extreme range and both the large aircraft switched their systems to standby, diving toward the sea and leaving their F-16 bodyguards to deal with the Russians. Bernard howled at the now blank wall screen,
"Merde a la puissance treize!" His senior aides rolled their eyes and exchanged looks, whenever their admiral used the term �shit to the thirteenth power� he was seriously pissed off.
�Warn all friendly aircraft not to approach within seventy kilometres of the outside pickets� all ships go active, Now!..weapons free with the exception of ships to the southwest, get the Etendards and Rafales now on deck, back in the air and departing to the southwest, then close that corridor. I want a 360� free fire zone established for the ships in ten minutes time, so get the flight deck monkeys moving� .Now!�
Smoke rose in a tall column above the coastal town of Bod� and citizens joined with the fire brigade to help rescue patients from the Nordland Central Hospital.
First established in 1796, the oldest hospital in Scandinavia had been struck dead centre by a Flogger J fighter-bomber after its crew ejected from the crippled aircraft. Had it not already dropped its bomb load then the situation would have been even worse. High-octane aviation fuel fed the fire and exploding 23mm cannon ammunition cooking off in the flames made the fire fighters� job even more hazardous.
RAF Hawks provided top cover whilst the Norwegian and Danish F-16s recovered to the single undamaged runway.
As a serious attempt to put the Norwegians out of the air force business, it had been a failure, as a diversion to prevent their reinforcing the blocking North Cape Task Force it had succeeded.
A quarter of the attackers had been destroyed and only Banak was out of commission, but the defenders now had to reconstitute before continuing combat operations. It would take an hour to turn around the undamaged airframes and get them heading north, but the issue up there would be decided in a third of that time.
Principe de Asturias, Charles De Gaulle and the Jeanne d'Arc occupied the centre of the task force whilst the outer rings comprised the escorts for what were in effect three carrier groups plus three Polish warships.
The air defence destroyers Duquesne from France, and Spain's Almirante Juan de Borbon flanked the carriers. Seventeen frigates and corvettes provided two further layers of defence. Only two of the ships present were pure ASW configurations with no air defence missile capabilities, the ex-Perry class frigates General K. Pulaski and Naczelnik Tadeusz Kosciuszko, both under Polish colours, sat inside the picket lines.
Aboard the remaining picket ships the lessons learnt from the USS John F Kennedy encounters with mass aircraft/missile swamping tactics had been heeded. The air defence capable hulls not only had full magazines; they had storerooms and cabins within easy reach of their weapon mountings, and these spaces were crammed with reloads for the SAM launchers. Contra Admiral Bernard was determined he was not going to lose hulls simply because they ran out of ammunition, as had happened on the other side of the world.
Without the electronic cloak concealing the ships, the Soviet A-50 had the exact position, course and speed of every vessel locked down to within five metres. The Floggers that had ditched all but their air-air ordnance were keeping the Rafales, AV-8Bs and Sea Harriers occupied whilst the A-50 controllers sent in the Backfires followed by the slower Floggers to hammer down the defences on the northern side of the NATO task force. If they succeeded in exposing the heart of the force, the carriers, then they would be free to return and clear away the multi-role and dedicated ASW ships from the doorway to the Atlantic once more.
To the northwest of the ships, four F-16s regrouped and climbed back to their previous stations, signalling the AWAC and JSTARS the all clear. One of their number was limping south, making for And�ya. The last fragments of the sixth F-16 in the escort were just splashing down into the unforgiving seas far below.
The mixed formation of Etendards and Rafales had been turned around and re-launched in a way that would have impressed Grand Prix pit crews, and now loaded with air-air weapons the controllers vectored them towards Bod�.
Twenty-three Backfires went to zone three afterburner and headed for the outer picket ships, the weapons officers selecting Zvedzda KH-31 anti-radar missiles first. Designated by NATO as the AS-17 KRYPTON, it was one of the fastest low level missiles in the world. Designed as a counter to America�s AEGIS and Patriot systems, its kerosene driven ramjet would propel the missile and its 220lb warhead along at 3,120 feet per second at an altitude of thirty feet. At 30,000� it was capable of twice that speed.
Bernard studied the screen, now receiving information from the ships radars. Ninety-two of the anti-radiation missiles in three waves appeared on the screen to the north of his ships, out of range of his defences, as yet. To the northeast the AWAC was exceeding its designers� specifications with its throttles firewalled as it powered its way back on-station. He barked an order and figures appeared on the screen, which he took in at a glance.
�All ships� hold fire, hold fire!� Turning to his communications officer he said earnestly. �Tell the AWAC they have exactly thirty seconds to resume fire control of my ships� not a second more.�
Twenty-seven seconds later the AWAC was back on the job and it was the A-50 controllers turn to curse as the NATO ships' radars ceased generating. The KH-31 missiles flew directly at the last co-ordinates their processors had for the sources of radar energy, but warships in combat do not sit still, they were no longer there.
SS-N-26 Yahont-M anti-shipping missiles came off the Backfires' racks next, they were a different story all together and the AWAC launched air defence missiles from the ship's launchers. Old Soviet inventory SA-N-1 Goas, French Crotales and Mistrals, American ship launched Sidewinders, Standard 1s and 2s along with British designed Sea Sparrow missiles sped away from the ships.
On the NATO ships, as reloads from the magazines were either automatically loaded into the launchers, or sent up by elevator for manual loading, chains of seamen manhandling fresh missiles from makeshift storerooms replaced them. Unfortunately for the Kashin class Polish frigate Warszawa, on the outer picket, her magazines were only two thirds full when she had left port ten days before and she quickly ran dry. Without a flank defence system along the lines of the Phalanx, the Polish frigate could only crack on all speed, zigzag and fire chaff bundles from her mortars to try and throw off the four big missiles that were locked on to her.
On the inner picket line, none of the crew on the decks of the French air defence frigate Cassard heard any part of anyone else�s fight; such was the almost continual roar of missiles from their own launchers. However, in the Cassard CIC they received a report from their lookouts of a large, fireball rising into the sky to the north and on checking their tactical displays, the Warszawa was no longer there.
The missing vessel created a slight dead zone in the overlapping fields of fire, not much, just two miles at its narrowest point, like a finger pointing toward the French frigate on the inner picket line. The A-50 saw it and vectored in fifteen Floggers that still had SS-N-26s unexpended and which also carried a pair of FAB-500 iron bombs each.
Although only the elderly Polish warship had thus far succumbed, her neighbours to the west and east had not escaped totally unscathed, the Danish corvette Olfert Fischer suffered a malfunction in her six-cell vertical launch system. The flow of Sea Sparrow missiles from the magazine was halted for a critical thirty seconds whilst the system rebooted, and only her small size saved her as the chaff clouds produced by the stern dispenser produced a radar target far larger than the vessel. Two SS-N-26 Yahont-M anti-ship missiles flew into the chaff clouds, the first 440lb warhead shredded the afterworks as it detonated in the cloud and caused a small fire, the second killed the damage control party two minutes later, as they fought the fire, and holed her at the waterline.
Warszawa�s other neighbour suffered damage in the Backfires' attack, the French frigate Latouch-Treville�s Phalanx gun hit one of the missiles close inboard. A kilometre out the missile�s sensors had detected the frigate's FLIR targeting system, locking on to it and accelerated the missile from 1.3 mach to 2.7. The Phalanx took 2000th of a second to register the new speed but a full second to adjust the weapons point of aim, by which time it was moving like a blur toward the thin aluminium skin of the warship. A single depleted uranium round struck the missile, shredding the warhead and fusing circuit, so the big charge failed to explode. The missile's solid rocket booster and ramjet assembly however, still struck the frigate whilst travelling at over twice the speed of sound. It smashed into the side of the bridge, travelling completely through and on into the sea 200m beyond, leaving a huge gaping hole edged with jagged metal at the forward end of the superstructure where moments before eight human beings had been.
With all weapons expended the Backfires headed on back to their fields to refuel and rearm, skirting the North Cape at low level. The lead regiment had just ten seconds warning from the A-50 of a new threat bursting out of the cover of the fjords into Soviet radar coverage just two miles ahead of the supersonic bombers.
None of the Backfires had any chaff or flares left after evading the fighters on their way in, and their attacks against the task force. Only two survived the ambush by the recently turned around and re-launched Super Etendards and Rafales, fleeing north and shouting a warning to the other regiments that followed behind.
Cassard had become �The thin red line� on that part of the task force's northern flank, as the Danish corvette Olfert Fischer was down at the stern and had lost all electrical power due to flooding in the engine room. Auxiliary generators on deck were powering the pumps that kept her afloat, but they could not power her fighting systems.
Ignoring the French admiral�s orders, the Pole's dedicated anti-submarine warfare frigates Naczelnik Tadeusz Kosciuszko and General K. Pulaski had left the centre of the formation and steamed north at flank speed.
Below decks aboard the Cassard, naval ratings sweated and grunted as they manhandled missiles from makeshift stores to the magazine to keep it filled, without the additional stores the ship would have been down to its last ten reloads at this point.
The sudden lull in fire from the Danish corvette was duly noted aboard the orbiting A-50, which ordered a pair of Floggers to egress across her position after releasing Yahont-Ms at the French air defence frigate.
Only smoke from the fire on the afterworks rose from the corvette as the Floggers rolled in hot for a run at her bow. The Floggers flew in close-trail the length of the crippled war ship at a height of 300ft, releasing their iron bomb loads in a text book perfect attack. The pair of FAB-500 bombs that straddled her, stove in her thin sides but it was the second pair, penetrating the into the ships bowels and detonating in her fuel bunkers and forward magazine that blew her into a thousand fragments.
Cassard�s point defence Phalanx gun exploded an SS-N-26 a kilometre out before switching its aim to the Flogger that had released it. The Ukrainian fighter-bomber was jinking to left and right as it made its bomb run, but the gun's software had over two hundred attack profiles in its memory, it tracked the aircraft for a heartbeat before firing a twenty-one round burst� and fell silent.
Armourers scrambled to reload the weapon even as fragments of aircraft fell on the ship, the Flogger clipped the vessel's radar mast as it passed over the ship, its port wing sawn off by the single burst and crashed into the sea a hundred metres to the south.
Two more Floggers began their runs whilst the armourers strained to reload the weapon and aboard the AWAC an �offline� icon appeared over the point defence system of the ships schematic.
Provided that the Mistrals took out the incoming missiles and fighter-bombers in this wave then it should not be a problem, but the defence evasion program in the SS-N-26 missiles was proving to be more advanced than NATO had allowed for.
The armourers winced as their ship released missiles at the new threat, they had loaded only a hundred rounds into the Phalanx magazine, a two second bursts worth, and shaking fingers had mis-fed one round that they were struggling to extract before they could resume loading. The senior rating had to steady himself as the ship rolled unexpectedly, if he hadn�t known better he would have said it was caused by the wash of another ship passing close by.
Naczelnik Tadeusz Kosciuszko and General K. Pulaski surged past the French frigates stern heading north, and once clear they commenced producing chaff clouds from their mortars, their only form of missile defence.
At 6,700lbs, the air-launched version of the SS-N-26 Yahont was 1,898lbs lighter than its ship launched cousin, but still so heavy that the Floggers could only carry one apiece. Both incoming Floggers released the weapons at 29 kilometres, before setting up for conventional bomb runs as the big ship killers accelerated to 1.3 Mach initially. The weapons would react to radar and IR lock-on by the defenders, varying speed between 2.7 and 1.3 Mach whilst making both dummy and radical 4g turns along with changes in altitude. Minimum engagement range for the defenders was four kilometres down-range, and this pair of missiles defeated ten Mistrals to close the range to within five kilometres of that point.
Above and to the west of the battle the AWAC�s senior controller, Lt Col Ann-Marie Chan, breathed a barely audible �Oh shit,� on seeing the �offline� icon on the Cassard�s point defence system joined by another from her chaff dispensers. Just forty kilometres south of the air defence frigate lay the carriers and there was still a regiment and a half of Floggers with unexpended SS-N-26s.
Half a kilometre to the northeast of the Frenchman, the ex-Perry class frigate Naczelnik Tadeusz Kosciuszko altered course due west and her single screw whipped the sea to foam as she sought to place herself between the Cassard and the fast approaching threat. Even as Admiral Bernard ordered the air defence destroyer Duquesne north to bolster the defence lines the AWAC senior controller tried to avert disaster striking the almost defenceless Polish warship. Her captain had not made an error; he was buying the French time by offering his own vessel as an alternative.
�Jesus H� !� exclaimed Lt Col Chan. �We need to warn this guy off� hey, Kolanski� you speak Polish?�
�No offence ma�am but I�m from Sonora, Spanish is my second language, not Polack. My great granddaddy was the last in our family to speak Polish.�
Passing the magical 4000m mark, the Yahont-Ms found the target originally designated for them was being eclipsed by another, half a kilometre closer but their processors analysed it as being worthy of their attention nonetheless. The leading missile was dummied by chaff and exploded harmlessly astern of the warship, but the second popped up and dived in at an angle of forty degrees, its short stubby wings tearing off as it pierced the decking.
Aboard the French frigate they saw the Polish ship stagger, and the sound of the missile�s impact rolled across the gulf separating the two ships. Thick black smoke soon obscured the after half of the Naczelnik Tadeusz Kosciuszko. The warhead of the missile had not detonated but its rocket motor was still firing, igniting the Polish ship's fittings and even aluminium in her structure.
Turning his ship beam-on to the wind, the Polish captain attempted to lessen the spread of fire to the rest of the vessel, ringing down for a dead stop. Burning electrical insulation produced thick black sooty smoke, which quickly clogged the filters of the respirators that all but the dedicated firemen of the damage control party wore. Internal lighting failed almost immediately following the missile strike, making the task of fighting the fire doubly difficult. In the crew quarters where the missile had come to rest, the after bulkhead melted through and collapsed, allowing the superheated jet to play on what lay behind and above it, the large water main that fed the hoses.
When the mains failed the damage control parties struggled back toward the sunlight, abandoning the lower decks to the fire.
The stricken frigate's sister ship, General K. Pulaski and the French frigate Cassard closed with her to render assistance, but the seas were too high to come alongside and feed hoses over. Playing hoses on the ship�s upper works merely delayed the inevitable; the water was needed below decks.
The Naczelnik Tadeusz Kosciuszko�s captain ordered the crew to abandon ship, leaving the ship to the fire in her bowels that could not be fought.
One hour later the flames would eat through her upper hull as well as engulfing the aft part of her superstructure, a short time after that they would reach the magazine. Sixty-two souls would go to the bottom with her when she blew up, victims of asphyxia from the smoke that filled the ship within minutes of her being struck.
East of the task force the last Flogger flying interference for the bomb and missile carrying aircraft fell into the sea, freeing up the Rafales, Etendards, AV-8Bs and Sea Harriers to set to with the formations attacking their ships, few had missiles left but they all had cannon.
The Spanish and British Harriers went south, to form a gauntlet that those enemy aircraft that were running for home would have to pass through. The French headed west, closing with the Floggers threatening their ships and causing most to ditch their anti-shipping ordnance and evade at wave top height.
Ten minutes later, F-16s out of Bod� hunted down the last Floggers to egress the area and headed for the A-50 far to the north.
The huge airborne control platform shut down its radars and ran east with its escort, marking the end of one phase of the second battle of the North Cape. It was only 7.08am local time.
Nevada Desert: 1723hrs, 10th April.
Henry Shaw had remained in the situation room since being alerted to movement in the Murmansk area, many hours before. He overruled the Chief of Staff and cancelled two briefings that the President was supposed to attend, ordering that the man should remain undisturbed.
The war of attrition in Earth orbit was thinning out satellite assets on both sides, and it had been decided that future reliance on them for command and control in the battle would be imprudent. However, communications satellites had conveyed the datalink from the AWAC, and in rather less detail from the Charles De Gaulle during the E-3�s enforced absence.
�Why wasn�t I woken Henry?�
General Shaw turned at the accusing tone in the President's voice. He was pulling on a jacket as he entered the room, and everyone present stopped what they were doing. The general cast a meaningful glance around the room and they all left, with the exception of course of the Secret Service agent, who managed to do a fair to middling job of merging unobtrusively with the water cooler.
�With all due respect Mr President, if you have access to some means of influencing the outcome of conflicts far away, I hope you�ll share it. Otherwise you would have been sat here watching and just as powerless as I was.� The chief executive's indignant posture relaxed and he put out a hand to guide himself as he eased himself down into a chair.
Henry Shaw took in the pale face and shadows below the eyes.
�You look like shit� did you get much decent sleep?�
Fire returned to the older man�s eyes.
�Do not forget who it is you are talking to general.�
Henry nodded in a conciliatory manner.
�Sorry� Mr President, you look like shit, did you get any good sleep?�
It brought a chuckle.
�I had a hard paper round as a boy�  and you General, are a son of a bitch. I don�t know why I keep you on. A few weeks ago I didn�t even like you.�
�Now� you like me?� said General Shaw turning back to the console before him. �Wow� you politicians sure know how to mask your feelings!�
�So how did we do up north, Henry?�
�Sir, we won� so far anyway.� The plasma screen came alive, showing the North Cape, Scandinavia and northern Russia from one hundred miles west of And�ya, to a hundred miles beyond Murmansk in the east. The time on the screen showed 04:01:23 GMT.
�The first thing you will see sir, is surface combat units west of the Kola Inlet and the location of a sizeable submarine force, submerged. Also, airborne command and control aircraft, tankers, plus all their escorts lifting off from fields east of Murmansk.�
The President interrupted him.
�Where did this information come from, I don�t see any satellite IDs up there, and the only AWAC is way west and not radiating, according to the screen anyway?�
�It�s all humint, real time assets on the ground, that is intelligence people or troops, long range recon types, and a submarine sat on the bottom somewhere nearby. Once the aircraft take off, they will disappear along the last known heading. An hour later, the world and his brother lift off from fields west of Murmansk� and by the way, Sweden entered the war on our side.�
On screen the icons for the fighter escorts, A-50 AWAC and Il-76 tankers did indeed briefly appear before vanishing off the screen to the north.
General Shaw advanced the time by an hour before setting the speed of the action at twice normal time. The General sat impassively throughout, speaking only to qualify various events on-screen. The President tried hard to emulate him, but inside his stomach churned. Every icon that disappeared in combat represented unknowable grief and heartache for families and loved ones, and death to those the icon represented. He felt tears threatening to well up as he watched the old Polish warship sacrifice itself in order that the air defence integrity of the task force remain unbreached.
When it was over the resident had to clear his throat before speaking, but his voice still cracked with emotion when he spoke, asking the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs what the butcher�s bill had been.
General Shaw did not answer him directly.
�Sir, it is early days yet in this war, a lot of people have died so far� and a whole bunch more are going to die before this thing is done. You cannot afford to go dwelling on it� any more than I can.� He could see that the strain, lack of a proper sleep and burden of responsibility was taking its toll.
�If it helps sir, try putting it into perspective. Our side lost three ships, thirty-nine combat aircraft, and a hell of a lot less in manpower than we did on Omaha Beach in the first hour of the D-Day landings, and a little more than died in homicides in this country last year. Thanks to the National Rifle Association lobby� on the other hand, the other guy lost a shit load of everything� and that Mr President is what matters, right here, right now.�
�Sir, we have defeated their air and surface efforts to open the way into the Atlantic, used nuclear weapons along the way, but they still have their boats intact for an attempt on their own� the question now is, will those same submarines use nukes earmarked for the next convoy, in breaking out? Or will they even try?�
�How badly did we hurt their air force yesterday, enough to affect the land battle in Germany?�
�Unfortunately not� oh, we hurt the hell out of them; all those regiments that came from Germany are going to have to be reconstituted. Two thirds of them are either at the bottom of the sea or decorating the Scandinavian countryside. They have forces in reserve, probably being held in readiness for their next phase� the Middle East if I had to guess. Anyway, those reserve air assets are already on the way to Germany.�
�So we are no better off, is that it General?�
�Oh, we are far better off than we were. The first convoy is unloading and supplies are on the way up to the front. We were getting low on everything. There has been some fighting on the front but our troops have had time to prepare better defence works, get more sleep than they were getting, to reinforce and re-equip.�
�So there we have it, we are now able to reinforce the line in Germany and Guillotine has a green light, the Russian insertion operation begins in one hour.�
�And the other aspects, is everything in place for them to move?�
�Our Special Forces and the Brits are ready to move and just require the transport to get there. Two Los Angeles class SSNs are in the area of the Pacific where we believe the Chinese boomer is hiding. A Sea Wolf, two more Los Angeles and the Brit boat will also be in the area in the next two days. Whilst we are on the subject of the Pacific, 5th Mechanised Division and the Nimitz group arrived at Brisbane this morning.�
The President nodded thoughtfully and then looked back at the screen.
�General, to get back to the North Cape, will they try to break out unsupported and will they use nukes?�
�Mr President, I just don�t know.�
RAF Kinloss, Scotland: 1858hrs, same day
Svetlana removed all her clothes, including underwear and padded barefoot across the tile floor unabashed and oblivious to the stares of two males present. At rear the tattoos on the rolling buttock and in the fore the gold stud piercing an intimate item �down south�, catching the light from the bright strip lighting.
She took the �Suit, underwear, flame retardant, thermal� from the blushing storeman and pulled it on. It was supposed to be a snug fit and indeed it was. Major Caroline Nunro was stood with folded arms, leaning against the wall and watching, deciding the girl looked even more naked once garbed in the thing. The storeman and a specialist flight suit technician grinned at one another like schoolboys as she bent over to adjust the feet, appreciating the view of a rather superb example of buttocks clad in elasticated Nomex.
�I�ll take it from here.� she stated, with the steel of authority in her voice. �Wait outside.� The men left the heated G-Suit and departed, wondering how their wives would react to suggestions they join a gym.
Caroline plugged in the G-Suit to a test set and connected the valves at the end of the suits air bladders, inflating it to check for leaks and ensure that the heating matrix was operating. It wasn�t, and the technician was summoned. In extreme circumstances the non-function of the bladders could result in brain damage; however a non-functioning or malfunctioning heating matrix spelt certain death from hypothermia.
The fault was quickly found and a tiny coupling replaced; the suit heated up immediately.
�Replace them all.� Caroline ordered, just to be on the safe side and thirty two couplings were indeed swapped out for new ones and the circuit tested again.
Her skin was flushed as she helped Svetlana struggle into the heated G-suit, having to get up close and personal to heave the thing on. It was far bulkier than their own G-suits because she would be cocooned in the unheated belly of the aircraft.
�What�s the matter Caroline?�
�Oh nothing.� She replied. �All my payloads have bodies born for porn, haven�t you noticed?� Svetlana howled with laughter.
The Nighthawk pilot had been busy until noon with last minute preparations, followed by crew rest because of their 0430 start. This was the first time since arriving at the RAF station that day that she had seen Svetlana, and until she had hooted in laughter she had been uncharacteristically quiet, her normal effervescence subdued.
She knew about Constantine�s removal from the mission, it meant that Svetlana now only had the nuclear weapon for company on the flight, and that their fuel consumption was improved fractionally. Constantine had collared her half an hour before, distressed that he was not going, angry with himself and also worried for Svetlana.
�Keep an eye on her please Caroline; make sure she doesn�t try winging it solo when she makes contact with her old boss. She might trust this woman but I don�t.�
She now reached out to stroke the Russian girl�s hair.
�What are you brooding about, him or yourself?�
Svetlana smiled in a sad way.
�I�ve been avoiding him all day� Scott told me last night that he was pulling Con off the mission. The trouble is that Con feels so useless right now, he knew that he was only going along because I wanted him there, even though he would be stuck in the safe house at the landing strip. Now that I�m going in alone� I�m scared Caroline.� The American gave her a brief hug and stood back.
�You are not alone in this �lana, there are twenty tough American boys already in place, they know their stuff.�
�I don�t doubt that, but they look like fighting men� even if they are fluent, but their youth and all the muscles will give them away, they�ll get picked up, and maybe even screw up my mission at the same time.�
Caroline frowned; she was not on the need-to-know-list of the ground mission specifics.
�I thought your part was a done deal� this person you are contacting, she got you your job, and you�re solid, right?�
�It�s not quite as cut and dried as that,� Svetlana began; the American pilot knew nothing of the type of work she had originally been recruited for. She was a spook, as simple as that.
�I didn�t have any real choice in the matter, either I joined one of their departments or I got blacklisted from any kind of decent work. They would have prevented me leaving the country to make a living abroad, too.� She turned to the American pilot. �I had a certain reputation at university and I was given an offer I could have refused but as I just said, not without ruining my life. After they spent nine months training me, there isn�t a man, or woman for that matter, who I wouldn�t stand a far better than average chance of getting into bed, and once there who wouldn�t blab secrets just so I would carry on doing to them whatever it was I was doing to them.� She looked Caroline in the eye and the pilot read in those eyes that it hadn�t exactly been all fun.
Caroline said the name of a rather gorgeous Sparrow who had hit the headlines worldwide, in an effort to lighten the sudden dark mood of the Russian girl.
�Pah!� Svetlana said her grin and twinkle returning. �She got a B as her final grade and you guys caught her.�
�And you?�
�You never caught me.� She said simply in reply as she frowned in the mirror at the G-suit she wore.
�Hardly a Viv Westwood.� She mused to herself, and then paused to look back over her shoulder. �And I passed with honours.� She said, winking wickedly.
�Anyway, I love the Motherland but being pressed into service to be her whore was not on my to-do list when I was growing up� I mean the sex was fun, I liked that a lot, but I could do that in my own time. I wanted a real life, a career and a couple of million in the bank, and then I�d find Mr Right and become a fat happy Mummy churning out beautiful babies.�
�You still could.� Caroline said. �When this is all over, and we have peace again.�
Involuntarily Svetlana shivered.
�I am going back there, back to people who see me as nothing but bait on a hook.� The Russian shook her head as she recalled. �There was a girl I sometimes worked with, a real looker, when they felt the sapphic touch was appropriate for whichever man or woman they wanted to turn.� She paused. �They sent her off with a foreign diplomat without telling her he got his jollies hurting pretty things� the video footage they got of him doing that was the leverage to turn him.� again the involuntary shudder. �When I saw her again she wasn�t pretty anymore.� She shrugged and smiled weakly.
�That�s when I knew I had to get out, and if I couldn�t get out of the spying game then at least out of the Aviary� that is what they call the Sparrow�s department.�
Caroline thought she was listening to some film plot, but she realised she was being na�ve; this sort of thing went on for real.
�So I took steps when I found out my recruiter had been moved to a different department, and was in a position to get me in there too.� It was all Svetlana was prepared to elaborate to the pilot. Not who the recruiter was nor how she had achieved the move from Mata Hari baiting honey pots in Russia to low profile Jemima Bond in the west.
�Well� I�ll be in Russia too, so will Patty so it is not as if you will be amongst strangers.�
Svetlana smiled in thanks.
�Ok, it is just me being girlie and realising� ..� her voice tailed off to leave an awkward silence.
Caroline looked at her watch, as much to change the mood as anything.
�Whoops, we have to hustle now!� picking up velcro backed straps she stepped behind the Russian girl. �Okay then, let us get the rest of this rig on and get you strapped in and connected up.�
One hour later, and sealed in a life support capsule in the bowels of the stealth aircraft Svetlana�s heartbeat rose as the aircraft lined up on the runway of the airbase in Scotland, and the engine pitch rose to a howl. The machine lunged forward as brakes were released and she found herself breathing rapidly as the vibration ceased and they banked steeply. Alone in her capsule she had a nuclear weapon and various other ground attack, air-air missiles and the like as neighbours. If the aircraft got into trouble she was trapped there, the crew could eject but Svetlana did not even have a parachute. With only an iPhone for company she settled herself and let the strains of Elton John�s �Goodbye Yellow Brick Road� album distract her, after quickly skipping the first track, Funeral for a friend.
Ural Mountains, Russia: Same time
Admiral Petorim, Marshal Ortan and General of Aviation Sudukov received their summons to the premiers� chamber hours after the disaster at the North Cape was known. There was no chance that the premier was not already aware of the full facts, but the hours ticked by without his demanding an explanation.
Of the three, Ortan felt the most confident, because after all he had taken no part in the planning of this attempted breakout, and none of his ground forces were involved. For the other two, it must have been something akin to waiting outside the headmaster�s office, knowing a painful punishment awaited them within, except of course that they may not survive the visit.
They had been made to wait a further twenty minutes in the anteroom, under the gaze of the premier�s guards before the double doors opened and an aide stood to one side to permit them to pass, following them in and closing the doors behind them.
The premier of the new Soviet Union sat at his desk, his face not only calm but with an amiable expression upon it. Beside his desk stood Elena Torneski, his KGB chief, a good enough looking woman in her late thirties who no one really knew much about, owing to being raised from obscurity by the premier to replace the �disappeared� Peridenko.
The senior officers of the three services came to a halt and stood rigidly at attention, and the aide reached into his jacket, stepped quickly up behind them and fired once, allowing the body to fall before firing once more, shifting aim from its head to slightly left of the centre of its back. Torneski jumped each time the small calibre silenced pistol fired.
�I have decided, gentlemen, that where we went wrong was the lack of the proper motivation,� said the premier pleasantly. �You answered to him� and now you answer to me, in all things military.� He pressed a button on the desk and the doors opened for a squad, which rolled the dead Marshal into a body bag and carried it out. Marshal Ortan�s deputy was hurrying into the anteroom, summoned by the premier's aide and almost collided with his former boss. �General Tomokovsky� come join us!� called out the premier, and the soldier marched quickly in.
�Petorim, our submarines are not yet in the Atlantic, what are you going to do to make that happen?� The admiral stammered and kept looking down at the spot where the marshal had fallen.
�You have no reply for me Admiral, no contingency plan?� He studied the naval officer�s face for a few moments before turning to the airman. �General, you will focus the air forces efforts on Germany; it may be that the only way to win this war is to have the Channel ports in our hands by the time the next convoy arrives.� He then turned back to the admiral. �Our submarines are performing no useful function where they are. You therefore have two choices, scuttle them, give your sailors rifles and send them to Germany, or� blast your way through the North Cape� AND SINK THOSE DAMN CONVOYS!�
All semblance of calm had vanished; the premier�s face was purple with rage as he leant forward to scream the last words at Admiral Petorim.
He sat back in his chair, breathing heavily and it was a full minute before he could speak again.
�General Tomokovsky, Miss Torneski. You command our covert forces in the West and I want you to plan a mission targeting what is on this list.� The new commander of land forces reached over and took the proffered sheet of paper, glancing down the list he answered.
�Sir, we already have plans, updated daily should it be necessary to eliminate some of these, as I am sure the KGB has also. It is simply that the missions are not survivable.�
�General, do I look like a �people person� to you?�
�Miss Torneski, General� you will action those missions tonight. I care nothing for the lives of your men and women, but unless you want to witness your loved ones sharing the late marshal�s fate, in this very room, you will ensure success before this time next week. I am sure the air force and navy will extend you every assistance that you may require, as that threat includes their families also.�
He looked them both over before opening a file on his desk and commencing to read the contents.
�One week, not a day more and not a single excuse,� he said without looking up, and they filed from the room.
North of Magdeburg, Germany: 2212hrs, same day
Lt Col Reed watched the last rifle company section cross the bridge, leaving only radio operators in abandoned company headquarter positions, a half dozen gun groups, Milan crews and snipers of course.
Smoke and HE were concealing the movement of the troops to prepared positions behind the canal, leaving the �island� between the Mitterland Kanal and the river Elbe. Reed had spent several days arguing first with brigade and then with division to make this happen, he had been refused on both occasions. His argument was simple, if the bridge across the canal were dropped his troops would have to abandon their equipment and swim for it. If a landing, airborne or amphibious, got behind them then the battalion and its attached units were lost. Eventually he had gone to SACEUR, and put his case before General Allain who not only agreed entirely, but also sent strongly worded memos to both commanders of the subordinate headquarters. Reed got his way but got himself crossed off a couple of Christmas card lists in so doing.
There was nothing to suggest to the enemy that the trenches to the rear of the canal were anything but in-depth positions. However, with a little luck they would waste a lot of firepower on the old positions.
The E-3 Sentries had reported movement forty miles to the enemies rear and predicted it was the OMUs moving up, Operational Manoeuvre Units that would dash in to take advantage of any break-through in NATOs lines.
There was no counter-battery fire coming from the east either, so they were preserving their stocks for an imminent softening up thought Reed as he turned and made his way back to the battalion CP. His two companies of Coldstreamers were back up to full strength, as was the 82nd. The Hussars had a full complement of tanks but one troop of the state of the art Challenger IIs had been withdrawn, and replaced with a troop of Mk 11 Chieftains, mothballed equipment now brought back into service.
On a more positive note, his Blowpipe crews had re-equipped with Stinger RMP, re-programmable microprocessor, Block 1 missiles, courtesy of Major Popham and the United States Army. All his replacements for the Guards battalion had arrived but equipped with SLRs as the SA-80 stock had run out. The weapons had seen prior service but had been re-parkerised and refurbished before going into storage. The younger guardsmen rushed through training had little experience with the weapon but the called up reservists and the volunteering reservists with a few years behind them certainly had.
The quartermasters would grumble about keeping to different calibres of �ball� ammunition but the SA-80 ammunition stocks they held were depleting so it would not be a problem for long.
His battalion had proved itself in the offence, but now the more trying role of defence was about to be visited upon it once more. He believed the earlier criticisms following its trial by fire on the river Wesernitz were unwarranted, and unjust, but now the battalion would now have to excel itself holding this line on the river Elbe.
WO2 Probert was still an acting platoon commander but Oz had been replaced by a young 2nd Lieutenant who had passed out early from Sandhurst, the Royal Military Academy, and without much in the way of ceremony. Sgt Osgood had a brew on after Colin had led the last rifle section across the bridge to their new trenches. It was pitch dark, as most nights had been since the soviet submarine wolf packs had been dealt with. Despite a moon, the overcast eliminated all light from that direction and it took some time for him to make his way to the platoon HQ trench, squelching through the mud. Not a day had gone past without rain, and Colin couldn�t remember the last time he had seen the sun and blue skies. Lowering himself down into the firing bay he ducked under the soggy old green duvet cover that hung over the entrance to the shelter bay, and then under an old grey army blanket into the dim light within, preserving the all-important blackout. The hiss of a petrol stove greeted him; the fumes from the issue hexamine blocks, known as �Hexi�, were too dangerous to be used in poorly ventilated areas.
�Hello dear I�m home, what�s for dinner?�
Oz poured some water into a mug, and the aroma of coffee laced with scotch filled the cramped space. He handed the steel mug over and held up a tin.
�We�ve got compo chicken curry, mate� with tinned fruit cake and bacon grill mixed in.� The bulky Composite Rations had been replaced by boil-in-the-bag fare for the armed forces years ago, however a stockpile for times such as these had been retained.
�Compo rations� I thought they had been given away to drought stricken countries to feed their big shots' families, and for the big shots to get richer selling what�s left to the starving masses?�
�Well apparently there�s still a shit-load left� and this chicken probably died before your granny was born.� Oz screwed up his nose, as he tasted some on the racing spoon he was stirring it with, and reaching into his Bergen he withdrew an old camm stick tube and shook some curry powder in.
�Any idea when the war here starts again Col?�
�We had one dead and three wounded today, I don�t think it�s stopped!�
�Apart from the odd shell and sniper, I mean.�
�According to the CO most of the Red air went north� big ruck up that way, but it�s over now so it is about to get serious down here again.�
A JCB had been used to prepare most of the new fighting positions, and as this one was meant to accommodate four, they had more room for the little perks that soldiers of experience acquire� given half a chance and an inattentive storeman. As it was, two stretchers were unfolded at the far end of the shelter bay to provide a comfy bed each, and clearance from the damp earth. Colin removed his fighting order and hung it by the yoke on a modified tripflare picket driven diagonally into the wall of the trench, next to Oz�s where it could dry out, not take up space, and be easily accessible when required. A certain Scandinavian furniture and interiors chain could learn a lot from a soldiers space saving/time saving inventiveness.
There was a click from one of the field telephones and Oz picked up the receiver.
�Cringeworthy & Snodgrass, purveyors of fine wines and ugly but grateful women.� There were three field phones in the shelter bay, and Oz was not worried about using incorrect VP on this particular one. He listened for a moment before replacing the receiver. �Arnie�s on his way over.�
Colin shook his head.
�One day you�ll forget which phones which and piss off someone who takes this army stuff seriously.�
�I already did, the new adjutant called, and then he demanded to know who I was.�
�And� �
�So I said �Don�t you know?� and when he said he didn�t, I replied �Well thank God for that, then!�, and hung up on him.�
Colin wasn�t impressed.
�Sarn�t Osgood� that story was old back when Monck was a corporal!� referring to the general who had founded their R regiment in 1650.
They heard movement outside and continued talking, but removed Russian Yarygin 9mm pistols from concealment about their persons, and levelling them at the entrance, just in case.
Someone rapped on the log over the entrance of the shelter bay.
�Entr�e!� said Colin.
Arne Moore pushed his way through the blackout, and gawped at the two handguns pointing at his head. He was unfazed by the menacing muzzles; in fact his eyes showed envy rather than alarm.
�Hey, where�d you guys get those things, they is like gold dust?�
Oz smiled brightly.
�Sir, we are highly skilled professionals and elite infantry of Her Majesty�s very own Division� we have training and resources beyond the means and understanding of you mere colonials.�
�You mean you looted them off dead Reds.�
�Absolutely� anyway, pull up a pew and excuse the mess, it�s the butlers day off.� Colin handed over the communal mug and Arne sniffed the contents appreciatively before taking a mouthful.
�Argh� great!� From inside his smock he withdrew a tin of something or other and tossed it to the sergeant. Oz shrugged on reading the label and fished out a large mess tin, transferring in the contents of the mug and adding the tins once he�d got the lid off.
�It�s only going to taste of curry anyway.�
Fifteen minutes later and they huddled together, wolfing the food down from the single mess tin. Arne regarded the piece of sliced peach sat in curry sauce on his spoon for a second, he had intended the tin of fruit cocktail to be dessert, something to wash away the ever present curry flavour the Toms always seemed to add. He decided to go along with the British squaddies philosophy that it all goes down the same hole anyway, so why increase the chores by doubling the washing up, and he so he shrugged and carried on eating.
Bill and Big Stef had recce�d and prepared five firing points, all muddily accessible by crawling along ditches and dead ground. There were three pairs of snipers covering the river, two gun groups and two Milan crews in addition to a handful of radio operators occupying the ground the battalion once held. Working a stag roster of three on, three off, they kept an eye on the opposite bank but rarely fired. The marksmen of both sides had developed, or rather they had re-learnt, the counter sniping skills of earlier conflicts. Enticingly obvious dummies offering targets of opportunity to the other sides� snipers had given way to more realistic and ingenious lures. If one reacted to the lures there were at least three equally skilled marksmen across the water watching intently for a flicker of muzzle flash, or a puff of smoke. Even if the man survived the counter fire, the position he had used was compromised for all time and could only be used again as a last resort.
An ingenious sniper in the 82nd had put together a sort of exoskeleton affair that he wore on his back, he would crawl along suitable stretches of dead ground with the dummy sat a foot above his back, mimicking his every movement, and just visible to the enemy. It drew sniper fire on three occasions and the NATO snipers got to either shoot one of their opposite numbers, or scare the crap out of them, they never knew which. On the fourth occasion it was used the enemy open up with a mortar instead of a sniper rifle. All in all the young inventor had a lucky escape, he was back on the line but he couldn�t yet sit down on butt cheeks that had been peppered with half a dozen shards of red hot shrapnel.
While the battalion had occupied the ground, a story had circulated amongst the riflemen of a beautiful blonde soviet sniper, whom it was alleged could sometimes be seen walking naked through the pre-dawn mist on the opposite bank. A popular explanation for this went along the lines of her returning to her own position after a night of passion in the soviet generals bunker, despite its fanciful nature it fired the imagination of many a young guardsman and paratrooper. The older and more cynical troops scoffed at the notion. �Poor girl will catch her death of cold, it must be forty miles from the bunker to the river� if their generals are anything like ours!� was Bill�s opinion of the story.
Bill was peering through his night scope at one a.m., it was raining hard outside their position and it was their �semi-downtime� so he did not intend shooting at anything from here. He was on watch and it was another pair�s job to be in a firing position, he and Big Stef were in O.P mode.
Stef was curled up fast asleep in his maggot and Bill would not wake him for another ninety minutes, all he needed to do was stay alert and stay awake. Of all the different times zones (with seasonal daylight saving variants) in the world, BST, GMT, EST to name but a few, SST, Squaddie Sangar Time was a phenomena in that you could check your watch, resume observing for another half hour before checking it again, and find that only five minutes has actually elapsed. Bill was gazing out at the wet depressing vista and consciously avoiding checking his watch when the barely audible clicking of the field telephone caused him to block the aperture he had been looking through, in case the call should involve him looking at the map, which required light. He lifted the phone, gave their call sign and listened for a few moments. Big Stef grumbled as he came to wakefulness. �Ok, ok� stop squeezing my sodding earlobe; I�m in the land of the living!�
�It�s a general stand-to� something soviet this way comes, mate.�
Stef climbed from his sleeping bag and started to cram it into its compression bag, shivering with the transition from warm and snug to cold and damp, muttering to himself as he did so.
�Ugly and grumpy� � Bill said with satisfaction. �� my work here is done!�
�Shut yer hole� bleedin� Monkey.�
Everything not in immediate use was already packed away of course, so it took less than five minutes before they were leaving on their bellies, crawling forward to one of the firing points.
Colin put down the receiver from the company CP and reached for the communications cords connecting them to the section commanders trenches, and began tugging away on them. When he received answering tugs he knew the two lance sergeants and one lance corporal commanding each section was alerted.
CSM Probert had packed all their kit away and folded the stretchers in readiness for normal use, before swapping the filter on his respirator for a new one.
�Do you know something I don�t Col?�
�No Oz, it�s just a feeling. The Reds are running out of time and I think they�ll be tempted to use that shit on us again, if they have any left.�
�Cheerful sod, ain�t yer!� Oz replied, but swapped his over too.
Although chemical weapons hadn�t been used again since the first major clash of the land armies, they still wore their NBC clothing as a matter of course, despite the discomfort.
Major Venables, the Hussar squadrons� new commander keyed the alert into his Ptarmigan system and flashed the stand-to to all his vehicles, including the troop of Chieftains that had arrived with the system hurriedly installed. His own command tank had a direct patch to the MSTARS feed, the mobile battlefield radar which had sounded the alarm when it detected armour approaching from twenty miles distant.
The airborne JSTARS platform had watched them come on, of course, but they were busy up there. In the last twenty-four hours the soviets had created dozens of dummy radar and thermal targets, whilst moving their real units around.
It was the shell game but on a grand scale.
The army of the West had enjoyed a couple of days respite to resupply and improve their positions, but the same was true for the other guy too.
The green display from the MSTARS feed changed colour, flashing red twice, a visual alarm indicating shells were in the air and coming their way. The rest they had enjoyed was over; someone had just rung the bell for the next round.
North Cape: Same time.
�Sandman this is Pointer!�
The TAO aboard the Charles de Gaulle depressed his send button to reply to the American operator in the E-3 Sentry aircraft.
�Sandman� go ahead Pointer.�
�Tripwire reports multiple submerged traffic inbound your posit� you may want to think about doubling up your helo�s.�
�Thank you Pointer� Sandman out.� He gestured to a junior officer and handed him a message form.
�Wake the Admiral and ASWO.� he ordered �HMS Temeraire has signalled the AWACs that the submarines are coming, and I am scrambling more choppers as well as having the P3s and Nimrods double up on-station. I am also asking Norway to do the same with its shore based helicopters, but they are probably already doing so.� The young officer nodded and hurried from the CIC.
Fifteen minutes later, Bernard was in CIC and taking a seat next to the Tactical Action officer, he beat the Anti-Submarine Warfare Officer by seconds.
�What�s happening� anything more?� asked the breathless ASWO.
�Not so far.�
The big screen showed the current P3 Orion begin a run that would lay a line of sonar buoys across the expected path of the submarine flotillas, and six helicopters head east of that line and slow to a halt to begin dipping their sonars.
�I want a CAP for those helicopters.� Bernard announced, pointing at the exposed ASW, NH-90 NFH and Sea Kings.
�Sir, the only aircraft left on the Pechenga airfields are not airworthy, the rest went back to Germany,� the TAO said.
�Have you been there and examined them yourself Henri?�
The TAO was silent for a second as he considered his superior�s words.
�Sorry sir, I will get one up,� and picked up a telephone.
Five minutes later though, the AWAC raised the alarm.
�Sandman! Sandman! This is Pointer� Air raid warning! air raid warning! we show multiple contacts lifting off in the Pechenga region� classify as Mike India Golf, Three One�s� copy my last Sandman?�
�Send our own CAP to intercept, Henri!�
�Sandman this is Pointer� do you copy?�
�Answer him someone� get the alert five up as replacement for our CAP, and for God�s sake warn the choppers!�
From their orbit southeast of the ships the two pairs of delta wing Rafale Ms on top CAP went to burner and a tanker was ordered aloft as they would need it to get home again afterwards.
The screen was relaying to CIC aboard the carrier what the AWAC was seeing. A dozen enemy aircraft, streaking northwest towards the half dozen helicopters that had received the warning from the AWAC and were running for home. Two of the enemy tracks split away from the rest and while one made a beeline for the maritime patrol Orion, the second headed for the two RAF Nimrods that had launched in answer to the carriers earlier request, but were now heading back to Norway as fast as they could. It was no contest really, the Rafales had too much ground to cover in order to get into missile range of the attackers. One by one the helicopters disappeared from the screen, swiftly followed by the P-3 Orion and a Nimrod. The French admirals fingers were digging into the armrests of his swivel chair as he willed the last RAF Nimrod on. It was almost kissing the wave tops in its efforts to evade the fighter. The pilot of the Mig-31 Foxhound had passed up countless possible missile shots and appeared to be playing with his unarmed prey, leaving an opening for the Nimrod to turn toward the shoreline and its associated radar clutter, before heading it off with cannon fire that flew across the British Nimrods nose. Eventually the approaching Rafales were too close for comfort, and the Mig raked the patrol aircrafts cabin, killing its mainly female operators, before putting a burst into the cockpit on its next pass. With a dead hand on the controls, the Nimrods left wing dropped, it hit the water and the aircraft cartwheeled over the surface, its tail and wings snapping off, before it disappeared below the waves.
�Salaud!� roared Admiral Bernard as he leapt out his chair, the veins in his neck and forehead bulging. He stabbed a finger at the Foxhounds icon on the screen, now running toward safety.
�Somebody kill that son of a bitch!� But the soviet aircraft made it back to land and the Rafales had to break off as shore based SAM sites locked them up.
Bernard was incensed; he strode away from the screen. They had lost helicopters, maritime patrol aircraft and the crews, that was what war was about, but he didn�t have to like watching it happen.
�Do we have contact with the English submarine?�
�Perhaps� maybe the AWAC or JSTARS does, sir.�
�It has land attack missiles, yes?�
�Tomahawk TLAMs� yes sir.� answered the TAO.
�Call them up, call the Anglo�s and tell them to blast those airfields� � he stalked back to the big screen, and once again stabbed his finger at the Mig-31. �� starting with the one this, Enfoir� lands at!�
The TAO looked apologetic.
�Sir, we don�t own the Temeraire� CINCLANT does, we only have nominal control.�
Bernard thought about it a moment before saying.
�Well send the order anyway� and if CINCLANT complains, then you tell him the submarine has a French name� � the senior French naval officer wore an expression of Gallic innocence and with an expansive shrug to match he finished. �� .and so we thought it was ours.�
The captain of Her Britannic Majesties Submarine Temeraire looked at the message form in his hand and showed it to his First Officer.
�Blimey, has the French admiral gone down with a bad case of Tourette�s?�
�The question is� is it lawful?� he looked again at the decoded message. �He does have a point though, if the Migs are rearming and refuelling for another go, then his applying for full authority would be too long.�
�He wants us to use our entire inventory of conventional warhead TLAMs?�
�Indeed he does.� The captain was lost in thought for a minute before he spoke again. �Okay, target the bunker busters on bomb dumps, and the bomblet carriers on runways, tank farms and flight lines. We had better get rid of the surface contacts closest to us, before we put the airfields out of commission too. We already have firing solutions on them, so let�s put them on the bottom, after which we would do well to clear datum PDQ!�
�Sir� you could get in deep shit for this?�
�It is a viable target� besides, what could they do to me, hmm?� he replied, looking at the other officer with one eyebrow raised. �Put me in charge of a boat full of broken down reprobates, and send us to sit on Ivan�s doorstep?�
The First Officer grinned as he went away to set it up.
Twenty minutes later and two Krivak class frigates, one of them five miles southeast and the other seven miles west of the Temeraire were struck by Spearfish wire guided torpedoes. Moments after that the TLAMs, Tomahawk land attack missiles, began breaking the surface and roared away into the night.
North of Magdeburg, Germany: 0117hrs, 11th April.
Steel railway tracks made up the roof supports of the battalion CP, and four layers of sandbags topped those but Barry Stone still looked up at the roof with a touch of trepidation, recalling the fate of the last CP when subjected to soviet artillery.
�RSM?� Lt Col Reed said quietly. �Whatever it is that you are thinking about, it is a tad too late to do anything about it now.�
�Yes sir, just saying my soldiers prayer sir. �Dear lord, I haven�t taken up your time with prayers for the past twenty years� and if you get me out of this in one piece, I promise I won�t bother you for another twenty more!�
The ground shook, as even from across the canal the huge charges landing made their presence felt in the CP.
�Two hundred and forty millimetre mortars by the sound of them, sir� their big bastards.� RSM Stone informed his C.O.
�Well, let�s hope your prayer works for all of us then, sarn�t major.�
The first rounds to land were all aimed at one particular target, a solid structure designed to bear the weight of twenty fully laden, multi-axle goods vehicles at a time. Ten M240 mortars had been tasked with cutting off the �island� from escape or reinforcement, their first belt landed short but whoever was spotting for them walked the successive belts onto the bridge linking the �island� to the NATO held bank.
About the same distance away from the bridge, but on the other side of the canal from the CP, Bill was experiencing his first moments of the receiving end of artillery. He had felt the impacts through the damp earth he was lying on, dust and grit danced in the air inside the hide.
�Bloody hell� !� The respirator, worn since they had arrived in the hide muffled his voice.
�Grit your teeth and try not to think about it,� Stef told him. �We�ve got about two hours more of this.�
The Met firearm instructor in a can�t-see-me-suit took little comfort from the words. Stef hadn�t mentioned to him that this was just the opening act, the ranging in. No point worrying the man unduly, he thought, as he double-checked their NIAD, which would warn them of the presence of chemical agents.
Various calibre rounds were landing on the �island� now, some struck the flood defence barrier they had tunnelled this hide into, whilst others wasted their energies in the river. After about five minutes there was a pause as the Divisional Artillery co-ordinator for the 43rd Hungarian Motor Rifle Regiment set up all but two batteries of his guns, rocket artillery and mortars for a TOT shoot. Now that they all had the range and he had the times of flight from their scattered positions, all their shells would be landing at once. Intelligence reports had identified the units dug in on the piece of land as having played an effective roll against 6th Shock Army�s airborne division at Leipzig. He had no idea which idiot had given those troops that piece of ground to defend, but whoever it was had facilitated the removal from the board of a crack battalion. Once the �island� had been made to resemble the surface of the moon, the guns would shift to the newly arrived unit behind them. The Hungarian artilleryman had no information on that units identity, but if they were green troops then they would soon be wishing they had taken up the cloth, rather than arms as a career.
Stef checked that the pieces of rag Bill had secured over the rifles muzzle and working parts with masking tape were still in place. He swept the torch beam around the hide to check all was packed away, and thought briefly of his last partner. Although it was only a few days ago that Freddie had been killed, Stef frowned when he could not picture his mates face. The freight train sound of over eighty shells and rockets of all calibre�s screaming down drove the thought from his mind, as he rolled himself into a ball.
Unlike the previous occasion when the Guards had been subject to this ordeal, the Brigade artillery and mortar platoon did not wait for ground forces to show themselves before getting to work. Shoot �n scoot took place as soon as the Hungarian gun lines were identified.
In the battalion CP a signaller answered a field telephone. Lt Col Reed looked over at him expectantly as he spoke. �Sir that was No.1 Company CP reporting that the bridge is down.�
�Thank you� call them back and ask if the boats tied up on the far side are ok.� Six aluminium assault boats had been left for the troops left behind to get off the �island� if, or rather when, the bridge was destroyed.
1 Company�s reply left the C.O none the wiser, there was too much smoke and dust in the air from the barrage for them to be able to see clearly.
Far to the west of the river line, in a wooded valley on the Belgian border, General Allain sat quietly amidst the bustle of his headquarters. He watched the symbols identifying enemy units and types move about on a 12x12, plasma screen before him.
His job at the moment was that of trying to second guess the enemy commander, was he forging forwards everywhere, looking for a weak spot to exploit, or, had he already decided where to concentrate his main effort, and the rest was merely a supporting act?
JSTARS was still trying to sort out the wolves from the sheep across the Elbe. After half an hour of firing they had a fair idea of which suspected gun lines were bogus, but that didn�t mean they wouldn�t be used later on.
The last few days had given both sides time to catch their wind and replace equipment lost earlier in the conflict, and the JSTARS operators had completed their count of the artillery pieces involved so far. According to them, either the enemy was short on artillery, or they had not yet committed all they had at this stage. It was just one of the many variables SACEUR was dealing with tonight.
Above SACEURs head lay a rather non-descript Belgian Army depot for construction materials, and in between was fifty feet of reinforced concrete and a series of titanium lined blast doors.
An infantry heavy mechanised company stood guard above ground, whilst a platoon of Canadian military police provided close protection for the general and his staff below ground.
The bunker was proof against all but a five megaton near miss, of within half a mile distant, or a 2 megaton direct hit, and it would take the best part of a battalion to storm the site, however the prize would be long gone by the time they�d fought and blasted their way to the inner sanctum, via an escape tunnel.
The KGB had acquired the building plans for that site, and others like it, back in the eighties from a traitor within NATO Headquarters. Several plans for destroying the site existed, as did others for taking SACEUR alive or dead.
North Cape: 0258hrs, same day.
The Charles de Gaulle took up its new station eight miles west of the Spanish carrier Principe de Asturias, as the task force reconfigured to ASW formation, from what had been a more air defence conscious one. Yesterday they had circled the wagons and beaten off air and surface attacks, but now they had a different threat coming their way.
Bernard was confident, well 90�% confident anyway, that HMS Temeraire had eliminated the air threat from the Pechenga airfields with her TLAMs. A satellite pass would have given them a damage assessment, if it were not for the cloud cover, or alternatively a post-strike recce, but the British observation post had gone off the air and Bernard refused to risk another aircraft. Replacements for the losses in the air battle would not begin to arrive until the following day, but a strong CAP was up covering the helicopters, just in case. The CAP was covering rescue efforts too, attempting to locate downed fliers. One thing this war was good at, he thought, was reducing the numbers of trained men and women who could fly the aircraft or fulfil the myriad other jobs that no raw conscript could do.
The replenishment at sea had been carried out hours earlier, re-stocking the ships magazines and stores that had been almost emptied in defeating the air attacks.
His helicopters were prosecuting half a dozen contacts, the Norwegian shore based ASW squadrons were doing the same with a couple more, and he would have liked to think that they were on top of every submarine out there, but that probably wasn�t the case. Their early warning advantage had gone when the Russians had taken out the choppers and fixed wing units on station, the task force lost 40�% of its rotary wing anti-submarine force and a third of the fixed. Worse still, by the time they had regained air superiority, the threat was almost knocking at the door of the task force.
Seagull One One, the NH-90 NFH medium lift ASW helicopter off the frigate Gu�pratte was experiencing a problem not considered when the crew had been training, too many contacts. It made the process of singling out one from the pack more time consuming, the overlapping acoustic signatures were proving very frustrating. In the past twenty minutes they had dropped on one contact, and succeeded only in destroying a submarine launched torpedo decoy.
Their neighbour to the south, a Portuguese Sea King, had been more successful, killing an old Victor 1 on their second attempt. The Sea King had departed to reload and the NH-90�s pilot was growing irritable with his operator in the back. �Dordogne has scored, so has St Nazaire, and now that Portuguese!�
�Well good for them pilot� and so will we if you just get off my back. Depending on what weapons these boats are carrying, they could be in range of our ships already, so with respect sir� shut up, lift the dipper and take us a kilometre north.� The operator was working on firming up their best contact so far; he needed a triangulation to be certain. If there had not been so many contacts the helicopters could have worked in pairs, making the work twice as easy.
Muttering under his breath the pilot raised the machine, and the Thales DUAV4-UPG dipping sonar beneath it.
�I may have something but it keeps disappearing below the layer when he hears us.�
�Why would he keep coming above the layer, he�s safer below it isn�t he?�
�Because� sir, below the layer is too deep for him to fire!� He turned the aircraft north, keeping the speed down in order to prevent the dipper oscillating dangerously. Lowering the sonar back below the surface, he resisted the urge to make some sarcastic comment to his operator.
�Okay� 156�, six hundred metres, he�s above the layer again, he must be planning to launch.�
�Right, get the dipper up, we�re going to drop on him� send as such to Sandman!�
Their intention was broadcast to Charles de Gaulle and their neighbours while the dipping sonar was winched up clear of any dropping torpedoes, this allowed the other helicopters to get their delicate equipment out of the water.
�Dropping� drop, drop, drop� weapon away!�
Relieved of its last item of ordnance the aircraft rose a couple of feet before the pilot caught it, and the MU90 torpedo disappeared into the black depths with a splash.
Although the dipping sonar had been raised the operator was listening in on one of the sonar buoys that they had dropped on the contact earlier.
�Merde� the weapon has turned the wrong way� and they have heard it, noisemakers in the water!� He frowned deeply as he listened.
�Pilot, they have only accelerated to twelve knots.� The Victor III was capable of 30knots, and yet they were not using that speed to get well clear before the torpedo heard the commotion and homed on the noise. As it stood, the weapon would probably go for the noisemaker first and then hear the Victor as it emerged out the other side of the cloud of gas bubbles it was producing. After two minutes only, the submarines speed dropped off rapidly. The pilot was cursing the weapon, and the fact he had no more until they reloaded, when the first anti-ship missile broke the surface.
Pressing the transmit button on the side of the cyclic he put out the warning
�Vampires! Vampires! Vampires!..all ships, this is Seagull One One, sub launched vampires are in the air!�
�Seagull One One this is Sandman� can you identify type of missile launched?�
�Fast and big Sandman!� The sarcasm was thick in the young pilot�s voice; he reigned in his frustration though and transmitted again. He could see the first missile climbing at about a 45� angle; accelerating fast and the glare of the rocket motor left him blinking to clear the after-image etched on his retinas. Two, three, four, a fifth and finally a sixth burst out of the sea, a protective shell falling away as the rocket motor fired.
�Sandman, Seagull One One� it�s too dark and the rockets are blinding me, the first went up at a steep angle but not vertical.�
The E-3 Sentry had them now and began assigning ships air defence missiles, and at the same time trying to identify the missiles. So far, a solid fuel booster had fallen away from each and they were still climbing and accelerating. The ships all switched their radars to standby but the missiles trajectories did not waver a jot, until the first missile came within 40km of the Danish long hulled corvette Karl Jung, well east of the ASW line and searching for downed aviators who were still unaccounted for.
Sea Sparrow missiles roared from the Karl Jung�s vertical launchers and her Phalanx gun began tracking the high altitude, inbound missile.
A great deal of research and thought had gone into the SS-N-27 AFM-L Alfa, it was built initially to take advantage of the Phalanx systems main flaw, and then given the legs, and smarts, to get past the other air defences in order to exploit that weakness. The first Alfa was at 28,000 feet and travelling at 2.8 Mach on a flat trajectory with its stubby wings extended when its downward looking, multi frequency radar swept over the corvette. The missile banked towards the Swedish warship and was already locked on when the same radar detected two pairs of Sea Sparrows climbing to intercept it. Its electronic brain increased the burn rate of the second stage to produce a less fuel economic 3.4 Mach and it began to nose over. Twenty-seven seconds later it separated from the still firing second stage and accelerated to 3.9 Mach, its dive increasing as it did so. The first pair of Sea Sparrows impacted with the tumbling second stage, and as designed, the second stage body fragmented like a grenade, creating a big, hot, radar and IR target for any other missiles.
The second pair of Sea Sparrows tore past the final stage and warhead, plunging into the debris cloud and detonating.
Karl Jung launched another pair but it was too late, the final stage of the Alfa was travelling vertically downwards at four and a half time the speed of sound and they detonated in its wake. One second later the corvette was struck by the titanium cased missile, which actually entered the top of her superstructure and travelled straight through, tearing away her keel before exploding fifty feet under her. The corvettes Phalanx gun had not fired a single round, because it didn�t have the elevation to engage targets coming from directly overhead.
Karl Jung�s back was broken and the pressure produced by the explosion beneath the vessel played on that break, lifting it in the middle. The corvette broke in two, and sank with all hands a little over one minute later.
The Victor launched six SS-N-27 Alfas from its forward 533mm torpedo tubes, and ejected two more noisemakers as it tried to build up speed and avoid the MU90 torpedo, but the weapon had learnt from its previous encounter with a noisemaker, and it was having none of it.
The warhead on the torpedo was small, even for a lightweight/air-droppable weapon. Its small warhead ruled out a proximity fuse so the makers went for maximum impact. They weren�t thinking along the lines of a massive Hollywood-style-spectacular-explosion, but more of a train wreck at depth concept. The MU90 was doing 50knots when it impacted the pressure hull, just aft of the port ballast tank. Had it happened below 300 feet, the hit would have been instantly fatal to the vessel, but they were at 64 feet and the tremendous pressures on the hull were not present. Slamming into the Victors flank, the torpedo first pierced the rubbery, anti-hydro acoustic coating and then the outer pressure hull, the shaped charge warhead went off against the inner hull, sending a jet of white hot metal and super-heated gas into the engineering spaces, igniting anything flammable.
Inside the submarines engine room, those crew members not killed or rendered unconscious by the torpedo strike dragged crewmates towards the pressure door set in the forward bulkhead, but choking smoke and seawater were quickly filling the compartment. The Victors captain initiated a crash-surface and the helicopter crew witnessed the vessel emerging from the deep, already stern heavy. Its externally mounted propellers, set on stern planes were still working the vessel up to its maximum speed as the sea had not yet drowned the steam turbines that powered them. The crewmen appearing out of hatches onto her casing could not launch life rafts or jump over the side, one man who slipped and fell over the edge of the casing disappeared into the maelstrom created by the threshing screws, and he did not re-emerge.
Standard 2 missiles and air launched AMRAAMs accounted for three of the remaining Alfas but the fourth and fifth began their terminal dives at the French air defence destroyer Duquesne.
Duquesne was travelling at flank speed when they put the wheel hard over, her port rail was awash as an Alfa, unable to keep itself centred on the vessel due to the speed it was travelling, missed the vessel by twelve feet. The air crackled with the electro-static charge caused by its passing, a plume of water rose sixty feet and the smell of ozone lingered. Duquesne answered the helm gamely as the wheel was next thrown to starboard, seeking to out-manoeuvre the last missile as they had its predecessor. High above the conflict Lt Col Ann-Marie Chan was talking directly to the English-speaking TAO aboard the destroyer when a high pitched shriek in the ear-pieces made her gasp and she whipped her headset off. The E-3 Sentry�s pilots saw the cloud layer below them briefly illuminated from beneath, by the glare resulting from the detonation of a warships magazine. Duquesne had lost the race.
Ann-Marie had to turn toward the bulkhead at her side momentarily, embarrassed that anyone should see the moisture in her eyes. When she turned back to her console she was all business again, entering the information the TAO had given her she quickly got a match.
�Okay people, those missiles were SS-N-27s, bad news kit but the silver lining is that production of them was halted early on through lack of funds. Vector anything with AMRAAMs onto anymore they may have in the first instance, and Standard 2s from the task force after that.� She sent a priority email off requesting an intelligence estimate of how many weapons existed, but no sooner had she pressed send, when more �vampires� were being called in.
Seagull One One was making tracks back to Gu�pratte to reload when the Charles de Gaulle waved off all returning helicopters, establishing a 100km free fire zone for the CAPs and ships to engage incoming missiles.
�Sandman� Seagull One One requires a steer to the Norwegian replenishment site, our rails are Mk 50 compatible.�
�Roger One One� steer One Eight Seven and Squawk Three Nine decimal Two, their air defence is up.�
The pilot brought the aircraft round to that heading and headed toward the horizon. After thirty minutes his radar told him the rocky shores of Norway were indeed out there in darkness. The sudden appearance of flares ahead and to the left of their track startled him, but gave him a grandstand view of a Norwegian P-3 Orion coming in low across the waves. He saw the feather wake of what he took to be a periscope, directly ahead of the maritime patrol aircraft, and a Mk 50 torpedo dropped away, a small drogue parachute deploying behind it, slowing its entry into the sea. So intent was he on the torpedo, he almost missed the spear of light that rose from the waves, coming from the tip of the tiny wake. Apparently the crew of the Orion saw it too, for they banked hard right, almost digging a wing tip in to the wave tops. The small fiery object swerved to follow the fixed wing aircraft, flying into the starboard engine exhaust where it exploded and the starboard wing parted company with the rest of the airframe. With one wing gone, the Orion rolled inverted and struck the sea on its back. When he looked for the feather wake again, it had gone.
�Sandman, Sandman, Seagull One One� aircraft down, a sub just shot down an Orion with a missile!�
�Sandman, One One, say again last transmission� an Orion mid-aired with a Vampire?�
�One One, negative� Orion dropped a torp on what I thought was a periscope, but a small missile came up out of it, chased the Orion and flew into an engine. It was no mid-air Sandman!� He read off their position as shown on the GPS and brought the helicopter over the crash site, where he switched on the big searchlight mounted below the nose, and brought the aircraft to a hover.
There was a pause of a few seconds before Sandman responded.
�Roger� say status of Orion, One One.�
The aircraft�s tail section was the only part now visible, pointing toward the sky, and he circled it with the searchlight sweeping the vicinity. One crewman was visible in the water a few feet from it, arms and legs extended and floating face down in the waves. Keying the radio once more he reported on what he could see, and received a simple
�Roger,� in response. There wasn�t anything more so say, the enemy had found a way of hitting back at the previously invulnerable ASW aircraft that hunted them, and more men and women had died as a result. Returning to the original heading the French NH-90 headed for the temporary helicopter base on the northern tip of Norway.
For most of the participants of what the press would dub �The Third Battle of the North Cape�, it was the longest night of their lives. More missiles flew at the ships, coming from scattered sources and of differing types and abilities. Helicopters prosecuted contacts, dropped torpedoes on them and went back and forth reloading and refuelling, hunting and attacking. Three helicopters fell to the new weapon; both instances were on the landward side of the battle, as had been the downing of the Orion. Eighty-four anti-ship missiles of different varieties were fired from soviet submarines, all with conventional warheads. The exhausted AWAC operators, who had been aloft for over 24hrs, and ASWO staff were so swamped that they were slow in picking up on what the soviets were up to.
The soviets had split their submarine force into two parts, one of which was concerned solely with sinking the ships of the Task Force and keeping them and their air assets occupied, whilst the remainder pushed through between the land and the ships.
Only four submarines had the mast launched DAMs, Depth to Air Missiles, and all were old Whiskey class boats which had been used as test beds for the system which had been proven by the soviets in the eighties, but never adopted. The old Whiskey class boats were all in the southern force, providing air defence for the guided missile submarines and hunter killers intended for the Atlantic.
Bernard�s ASWO was the first one to see it, and Bernard sent the aircraft carrier Jeanne d'Arc and her escort south, to facilitate the helicopter effort. The makeshift helicopter base on the northern tip of Norway was not set up to service the needs of the aircraft recovering there, as Banak had been. Bernard had a half dozen aircraft on the beach, shut down while they awaited the armourers and fuel bowser. His helicopter assets couldn�t recover to their own ships to rearm and refuel because of the danger of becoming own goals to their own sides air defences. With Jeanne d'Arc nearer the coast they would free up the replenishment backlog. Being to the rear of the ASW line, the danger to her was less than it was for the remaining ships so Bernard pulled the Cassard off the escort. Leaving the General K. Pulaski for ASW protection and the multi role frigate Senegal, a thirty-year-old reserve fleet vessel for air defence; the trio headed south.
The first warning that the Task Force had of the enemy were getting through came when eight SS-N-19 �Shipwreck� cruise missiles appeared on the AWACs screens, coming from the southwest, and 80km inside the ASW line. Senegal had her old Crotale II launcher run out over the port side, ready for threats from the east when the E-3 shouted a warning. The Crotale launcher had not been part of her original design, it was an add-on fitted several years later. Squeezed between her foc�sle and mast there was insufficient space for the launcher to simply swing around. The launch tubes rose to the vertical and the launcher pivoted through 180�. Senegal was already tracking the inbounds and she launched on them as soon as the tubes lowered to 20� above the horizon. The Sentry took control of the Crotale as the launcher cycled the empty tubes back into the vertical, to receive four more missiles from the magazine directly below.
Two Sea Kings and a NH-90 on the carriers deck began to spool up, the carrier and the Polish frigate fired chaff bundles aloft while heeling over, the carrier turning to port, turning away from the threat and the Polish frigate turning to face it, both presenting smaller radar profiles. Senegal had no such option; she had to present a flank, going beam on to unmask her single launcher.
Lt Col Chan�s fingers were drumming out a tattoo of impatience on the sides of her keyboard as she waited for the Senegal�s schematic to indicate to her that the Crotale was ready to fire again. The side image on her monitor showed three Crotale missiles intercepting successfully whilst the fourth was a clean miss.
�Come on, come on� � the launchers icon changed from red to amber as it lowered again into firing position, and finally glowed green.
�At last!� she growled, assigning each one to an incoming vampire. The Crotale IIs screamed from their launch tubes, three following the guidance from the AWAC, a fourth going rogue and flying into the sea a mile downrange. The noise created by the three ships screws, churning up the waves at high turn rates ruled out any possibility of the sonar operators locking down their attackers position, they could hear nothing but harsh hydro acoustic noise.
As the launchers icon turned back from red to amber, as it lowered itself to its firing position, the last three Crotales met the five incoming Shipwreck cruise missiles, whittling them down to two. Ann-Marie was about to target all four newly loaded Crotales onto the last pair, but eight more appeared on her screen from well south of where the last had come from. She sent two after the last pair of the first salvo, and two at the newcomers.
�Sandman this is Pointer!� She waited for a reply and cursed as another ships icon on the line flared red and disappeared. Inside the Sentry�s long cabin her operators were grim faced as they fed in mid-course corrections to defending missiles in flight, assigned new ones and sent vectors to the sub hunting helicopters, Nimrods, and P-3 Orion�s.
�Sandman, Sandman, this is Pointer� do you copy?�
�This is Sandman, Bernard speaking� go ahead Pointer.� Ann-Marie�s eyebrows rose when she heard the accented voice. Since when did the French Admiral speak English? Her fingers flew over her keyboard as she ran an analysis on the transmissions origin, and it had not come from overhead, from a satellite or from the warship, but from the Murmansk area of Russia.
Shit, shit, shit. Turning to the pad beside her terminal she ran a finger down the list of codewords relating to communications security.
�All stations, all stations Crap Game! Crap Game!� At the height of the fighting and they had to instigate compromised security procedures, altering encryption programs that took up time that they could not spare. She returned control to Senegal and got busy; the enemy was jamming out the Task Force�s voice communications, perhaps even the data link feeds too, so they had no option but to change everything. She was not blind to the distinct possibility that only voice communications had been effected, and the enemy had let her know this to cause disruption in command and control. She got the correct identifiers from Charles de Gaulle with her next try; they had received the communications security message via satellite and switched over to the next prearranged settings.
�Sandman this is Pointer?�
�Go ahead Pointer.�
�Pointer, at least two missile boats have gotten through to the south. Senegal is coping at the moment. Jeanne d'Arc is launching helos as we speak.�
�Sandman� ..we have nothing to send, we are barely holding our own against the attacks. We are beating on those still east of our ASW line, but any that get through will have to be dealt with by someone else, we are fully committed.�
If a pint pot holds a pint, then it�s doing the best it can, thought the American air force officer.
For an old ship crewed mainly by reservists the Senegal was doing outstanding work, although admittedly the attackers were using equally old ordnance. Only three of the second incoming wave had so far avoided destruction as the frigates launcher lowered once more into firing position. Her own CIC still had control and her TAO finished designating targets for the Crotales, the launcher moved fractionally as it tracked the targets, but before it could fire the frigate staggered with the impact of a torpedo blowing off her bow. The forward twelve feet from the waterline was ripped open by the explosion, exposing the ships interior with only flooding proof bulkheads to keep the sea at bay. Senegal was travelling at 24 knots, her gaping wound scooped up the seas which piled against the first bulkhead, and it gave way with a shriek of tortured metal. Like a pack of cards the bulkheads gave way, one after one and the sea began filling her innards. The frigate's bridge disappeared beneath the waves and then the rest of her superstructure, as her engines drove the vessel beneath the surface. In less than a minute, only oil, floating wreckage, bodies and a handful of shocked and floundering crewmen marked where a warship had once been.
From below the cold water layer a Russian Sierra class had fired a spread of four torpedoes at the charging frigates, one malfunctioned, one scored on the French frigate, and the last two passed the Poles stern, unseen by any of her crew.
Unchecked, the remaining cruise missiles locked on to the helicopter carrier and Polish frigate, but neither vessel carried anything more than chaff as counter-measures. The SS-N-19 that acquired the Polish ex-Perry class frigate General K. Pulaski started to analyse the ships electronic emissions and its control surface�s twitched as it adjusted its lines of flight, lining up on the frigates CIC. From an altitude of eight feet it popped up to one thousand, and then dived at a 45� angle into the ships superstructure, penetrating to below the waterline before exploding.
Jeanne d'Arc sounded collision alarms and her crew braced themselves for the impacts that were inevitable. An SS-N-19 detonated in the chaff cloud above her stern, sending red-hot shrapnel outwards in all directions. An unserviceable Sea Harrier and three troop-carrying NH-90s upon her flight deck exploded as their fuel tanks were ruptured. The last cruise missile dove into the flight deck alongside the carriers offset island and penetrated the steel decking to explode inside the hangar deck. There were only two aircraft below decks, both were being serviced and their fuel tanks had been drained, but there was no shortage of flammable material.
The General K. Pulaski was dead in the water, listing over on her port beam and fires burned in a dozen places throughout the vessel. Struggling to keep from falling over the side, crewmen removed the fuses from her depth charges and threw them over the side, lest they go off when the ship went down, killing survivors in the water above. Her engineer was trying to restore electrical power and the surviving senior ratings and officers were organising damage control parties to fight the fires when the Sierra fired another torpedo at her.
Confident that all the helicopters were to the west of their position, hunting the missile firers, the Sierras captain then brought the hunter/killer up to periscope depth so he could view his handiwork.
Directed west of the line by the Charles de Gaulle�s ASWO, an RAF Nimrod got an indication on its MAD equipment, short for Magnetic Anomaly Detector, it looked for hiccups caused to the planets magnetic field, such as that of a large metal submarine near the surface.
The Nimrod circled back on itself, firming up its contact before dropping two Mk 50s on its contact. Both entered the water 300m off the Sierras starboard quarter and went active immediately. The Sierra had no time at all to react, and was struck in her portside ballast tank and forward torpedo room. The ballast tank absorbed the damage from the shaped charge, the pressure hull remained intact but air boiled from the ruptured ballast tank, and the submarine began to cant over at an ever-increasing angle. The forward torpedo room however was breached, and the white-hot jet and gases ignited combustibles in the compartment. The Sierra broke the surface with a 30� degree list to port and her hatches opened to crewmen who emerged and slid down the casing into sea, forced out by the press of bodies behind. Only half a dozen had escaped the vessels confines when the first torpedoes warhead exploded, cooked off by the fire. The remaining eighteen followed in rapid succession, shattering the hull forward of the conning tower; what remained slipped back beneath the waves.
The torpedo the Sierra had launched lost guidance from the vessel and switched to its own passive sensors, it could hear the Polish frigate; even dead in the water noise emitted by the warship exceeded the background. However, the sensors detected a more enticing target and accelerating to its maximum cruise speed it tore past the frigate, heading east toward the louder source.
Jeanne d'Arc�s hangars sprinkler system was fed from two different water mains via four networks of pipes, in full appreciation that at least one matrix of pipes would be rendered by an attack in time of war. With the ships pumps forcing the water along the mains, and from there to the two complete and one partially functional network, the sprinklers were fogging the interior of the hangar with a mist of water vapour, which lowered the temperature and robbed the fire of oxygen. Fire-fighting foam had covered the floor of the compartment before the sprinklers engaged, preventing the fire spreading via burning petrochemicals, but with the deck being buckled downwards by the blast, they had pooled and were not a danger at present. The main danger to the vessel lay behind the aft bulkhead, peppered by shrapnel, as had all the bulkheads, the storage tanks of aviation fuel were exposed. Constructed of rubber so as to be self-sealing, the 5000-gallon fuel cells were coated with a fire retardant layer which was a safety measure, rather than a guarantee, eventually the rubber would burn after prolonged exposure to a direct flame.
The Jeanne d'Arc�s captain was fairly confident that although his ship may now be out of the war, he still had hull integrity and power, so it was not lost. Damage control parties set-to in augmenting the automated fire control systems whilst the remainder stayed at the action stations. He called up the Charles de Gaulle and gave them a situation report, requesting a rescue effort begin for survivors of the Senegal and assistance for the General K. Pulaski. Bernard could send none, with the loss of the Jeanne d�Arc�s escort it brought the total number of ships lost to this latest attack at five� so far.
All three of the helicopters had dropped on the missile firing submarines, sinking one and driving off the other, but they needed reloads and the Jeanne d'Arc�s captain nodded his consent to the ASWO when the request was made to land close to the undamaged bow and replenish there.
The Sea Kings paused to lift survivors, NATO survivors; from the water although there was a Russian submariner amongst the rescued, no deliberate effort was made to seek them out. The NH-50s pilots flew directly toward the carrier, determined to make certain that the submarine that had escaped them so far, paid the ultimate price.
Smoke and steam was billowing from the huge rent in the Jeanne d'Arc�s flight deck as they approached, but the vessel was still moving back toward the protection of the air defence capable ships at full speed. The carrier was making 22knots but the phosphorescent finger that NH-90s co-pilot could see pointing at her stern, was travelling at 40knots. He radioed a frantic warning to the carrier, but although she was a fraction of the size of the US super-carriers, she couldn�t turn like a speedboat. Jeanne d'Arc bucked with the impact against her port screw, losing way and beginning a turn to starboard caused by damage to her rudder. In the engine room, the chief engineer had sustained a broken collarbone, having been thrown off his feet by the explosion. Live steam was roaring from a fractured line and a rent in the hull plates was admitting the sea. None of his staff had avoided injury; several had broken ankles caused by the concussion transferring itself through the deck. The starboard engine bearings were cracked and the assembly was tearing itself apart. By the time he had gathered his wits he was already lying in several inches of seawater. Throughout the ship lights flickered and then died, as electrical power was lost, to be replaced by the sparse glow of battery powered back-ups. All that could be heard were the calls for help from the injured, until officers and senior rates got busy. With no power to pump water around the system, the mist of water issuing from the sprinklers in the hangar deck slowed, and then stopped. Flames that had been fighting for survival against the limited oxygen and cooling water vapour gained vigour, taking fresh hold. The damage control party inside the hangar deck held hoses grown limp with the loss of water pressure so they dropped them and took up hand held foam and dry powder extinguishers, using them on the flames until they ran dry, which did not take long. The water level in the engine room had risen above waste level on the port side of the compartment, and above the knees on the starboard side. With only the dim glow of the back-up lighting to guide them they dragged themselves and each other to safety when the chief engineer ordered his men and women out. The ships telephone system went off line when the generators died, so internal communication passed to handheld radios and runners, carrying reports to and from. The captain had a scalp wound and broken wrist from being thrown against a bulkhead when the torpedo had struck. He had called up the Charles de Gaulle again, reporting their new situation, the report was simply acknowledged, no help was offered, and none asked for, the Task Force was fighting for its life.
The fire-fighting in the hangar deck came to an abrupt halt as the list to port continued, aviation fuel and oil, pooled in buckled deck plates flowed down hill out of the puddles. The foam had held their flammable fumes in check until that point, and with a roar the hangar space became an inferno engulfing the damage control party in their silver fire suits. From his position on the bridge, the Jeanne d'Arc�s captain had been previously gratified to see only smoke, occasionally illuminated by flickering flames appearing from the gaping wound on the hangar deck. He was, quite understandably, very busy with the business of saving his ship, and so it was a few minutes before he noticed the light cast against the blacked-out bridges side, that of the orange glow of flames. Leaning over the bridge wing he looked for the source of the light, and his face fell when he saw the evilly glowing pit in the flight deck, as ugly as the gates of hell.
With no water to fight the flames they soon spread to the aft bulkhead, tongues of fire played through the rents against the fuel cells, stripping away the fire retardant layer and igniting the rubber walls behind it. Fifteen minutes after the torpedo had struck, the first fuel cell exploded, triggering a chain reaction as it burst open the remainder. The forty-one year old warship shuddered and rocked as the explosions tore through her, roiling fireballs arose above the gallant French warship and she began to blow herself apart.
With the coming of dawn the attacks ended, one NATO destroyer, two frigates and three corvettes lay on the bottom. The Polish frigate General K. Pulaski had been abandoned to the fire, and the smoke from those fires was visible to all the surviving ships in the Task Force from beyond the horizon.
Jeanne d'Arc�s bow was still visible above the waves, but gradually sinking to join the rest of its 12,000-ton bulk hidden below the surface. Not until he was absolutely certain that the attacks had finished would Admiral Bernard take any helicopters off ASW duties, and allow them to search for survivors. The Task Force had sunk nineteen soviet boats, but twenty-three nuclear powered and diesel electric submarines had broken out and were heading for the GIUK Gap, the last barrier before the Atlantic sea-lanes. It was now down to the P-3s from Iceland, the Royal Navy ASW group and the US and Canadian submarines coming up from the south, to stop them.

CHAPTER THREE

North of Magdeburg, Germany: 0519hrs, 11th April.
At precisely 0330hrs the soviet bombardment of the island had ceased and its fires switched to the positions beyond it, but it was lighter than expected. NATO counter battery fire and air strikes had thinned out the Red Army gun lines to an extent. Being posted to a towed artillery unit had become a death sentence, unless the crews were top rate, counter battery radar, MSTARS, JSTARS and communications systems passing the firing positions to the batteries.
JSTARS and 3(UK) Mechanised HQ hadn�t thought they had scored so well, no multiple rocket systems were amongst the enemy batteries firing on them, but they were not inclined to look a gift horse in the mouth. Another element that was missing was airpower, there had been no airstrikes so far, so perhaps the losses up north had hurt them more than they knew, or, it was being preserved for something yet to come.
Major Popham and the Guards RSM, Barry Stone had moved out of the battalion CP taking signallers and an MFC, mortar fire controller with them, and set up shop in a custom built bunker, circa 1940�s, that had been uncovered by the JCBs digging fresh positions. It was damp, stank of mould, but it had five feet of reinforced concrete around it, it made Jim wonder if his Grandfather had been involved in its construction before his slave labour gangs turn had come for the gas chamber. It was ironic that he was in part fighting for the country that had all but ended his family�s history in the death camps sixty years before.
By splitting the battalion command element they hoped to avoid the disaster that had befallen the Guards in their first defensive action, either half could run the fight if the other were taken out.
It was bitterly cold so for once the charcoal lined �Noddy suits� were welcome, keeping out the unseasonable chill, still though they all sat with arms wrapped around chests and knees drawn up while the shells fell around them.
With nothing much to do except wait, the airborne soldier from Orange County, California and the WO1 from Nether Silton on the North Yorkshire Moors exchanged views on life, past experiences and soldiers anecdotes. Both were large men, and their bulky clothing and NBC respirators gave them bug like appearances.
�I was a boy soldier, joined up at fifteen.� Barry told him. �I remember the RSM at the first camp I was at, Park Hall, he was this God like figure that young squaddies like me used to steer well clear of, I thought he was a right bastard until one day I was on barrack snatch� that means guard duty.� Barry paused as a salvo of shells landing particularly close, shook the walls of their bunker, after a few moments he continued. �There was this twelve foot fence, topped with barbed wire around the perimeter and me and my mate were walking around on fire piquet when we saw this guy from C Company trying to go absent. He�d climbed on the roof of one of the �spiders� and was trying to swing over the fence on a rope tied to the branch of a tree, but he kept bottling out, wouldn�t let go the rope once it had swung over the far side. Well we were watching him for a couple of minutes when my mate nudged me and pointed. Stood in the shadows was this RSM, Terrance was his name, Regimental Sergeant Major Terrence, Scots Guards, big bloke. He had a pencil and note pad out, his pace-stick tucked under one arm, and he was counting softly as he kept count in the notebook,
�In barracks� out of barracks� in barracks� out of barracks.� Eventually he nicked the C Company guy and charged him with nine counts of being absent without leave during a ten-minute period. It was the first time I ever saw a sense of humour in a warrant officer.�
The American major and the signallers chuckled, for the Coldstreamers present it was their first view of the man who lay behind the stern exterior of the ferocious �Baz the Raz�. �Today,� he announced whilst producing a bottle of scotch. �Is my birthday, and to mark this occasion, you may all have a drink on me� just a swig mind� He said in warning to the junior ranks present, and passed the bottle around once he had checked the detector paper indicted nothing nasty in the atmosphere.
�How old are you Sarn�t Major?� Jim Popham asked him.
RSM Stone smiled back, his eyes screwing up behind the respirator visors, the only part of his face that was visible. �Old enough to remember when sex was safe and flying was dangerous, sir.�
Grinding along towards the battalions rear through the mud were two British FV 432s in the armoured ambulance role, a pair of figures preceded them, using night goggles to pick out the nearest trench. Once they had memorised its position they took off the goggles and stuffed them inside their smocks and put on their respirators.
Secured to their backs were British Army issue SA-80s, an unsatisfactory piece of equipment in their view, but when in Rome�  With their approach the enemy fires shifted, concentrating on the battalions forward positions.
Major Venables small battlefield radar screen showed the approaching vehicles, and he peered over at the tank to his right, a Chieftain with the job of covering that arc. He didn�t need to ask if they had seen them, he could see the big gun traversing slowly as it tracked them.
As the newcomers approached the trench PFC Luis Pinterelli eased off the safety catch of his M-16, beside him his partner took careful aim with a SAW, squad automatic weapon. Luis waited until they were clear of cover to duck behind and then challenged them.
When an American voice ordered them to halt it confused both of the approaching figures, their intelligence clearly stated that a British Mechanised Brigade held this area.
�Nine.�
�Twenty,� the figure on the right answered, and took a pace forward, but Luis wasn�t sure about these people, the casevac, casualty evacuation, plan was always for the wounded to be taken to the casualty collection point by the injured men�s own unit. Even in the darkness the red crosses on a white field, on the APCs sides could be made out.
�Hold up there� just you wait there a while, I ain�t finished wid yuze fellas yet. Whadya doin� here?�
�You got casualties, we were sent down from brigade to fetch them.�
Luis reached for a field telephone, keeping his weapon pointing at the two men stood before the APCs, and then a third figured appeared, emerging from the rear of the nearest APC.
�What�s the delay here?� a female voice commanded as its owner strode forwards. Luis got an answer from his own platoon CP but the newcomer was striding past the two other figures.
�Hold on lieutenant� Hey, stand still there!�
His shout drowned out the metallic ring of a grenades spring-arm flying off.
It takes training and confidence to hang onto an armed grenade for the couple of seconds required for it to explode almost as soon as it lands, robbing the target of reaction time.
Team Five commanders right hand came forward in almost a casual fashion, tossing the grenade underarm into the foxhole and diving to the left as she did so. Luis dropped the phone and fired a wild burst one handed at the figure that had thrown something into their hole, the SAW next to him hammered at the two shapes behind, scoring solidly on the slower of the pair, but then the grenade in their hole went off.
From their positions out of sight behind the second FV432, two more figures stepped into the open, placing a 9M111 system on the ground between the two APCs and dropped down either side of it, firing a second later.
Major Venables had been watching through his Challengers viewing blocks, but was taken completely by surprise by the sudden automatic fire.
�Damn� � grabbing the commander�s override he began to traverse the main gun to the right whilst keying his radio, and then his flanking Chieftain was struck by a missile, exploding immediately.
�Contact, contact, contact� enemy infantry in the rear, British army uniforms and 432 armoured ambulances!� Men were boiling from the rear of the two APCs and running into the position.
�Gunner, take over� target APCs, two 432s!� Major Venables undogged the hatch and pulled himself up, grasping the pintle mounted GPMG he swung it toward the APCs, cocked it and let loose with three sustained bursts at where he thought the anti-tank weapon had been fired from. In reply, a bright light first robbed him of all his night vision, and then an explosion deafened him as well. The Spetznaz crew had attached a fresh launch tube when the tank officer appeared; the probing fire killed the loader and wounded the gunner who squeezed off the round in reaction to being hit. Streaking across the intervening space it struck the top of the earthen berm, in which the Challenger was sitting and exploded.
When the grenade went off team five commanders jumped over the foxhole and knelt, groping about until she found the telephone cable. On being joined by members of her teams she turned and ran into the NATO position, the cable running through her fingers, it would lead them to a CP of some description, and from there they would find other cables leading to hopefully higher command elements.
The tank bucked as the main gun fired, the Tungsten steel sabot round cutting straight through the vehicle and out the other side.
�Reload HE!� yelled the gunner to the loader. Major Venables ducked back inside the turret and pulled the hatch closed after him as rounds whipped past his head, he couldn�t see a damn thing so he got out of harm�s way. The damaged 432 was apparently still operational, because the driver had put it in gear and it lurched forwards.
�Do may a favour sir� next time you break the seal on the hatch, check the NBC sensors first, you would have killed us all if they�d dropped some of that crap along with the HE!� Venables looked uncomprehending at his Gunner, he could see the lips moving but he couldn�t hear a word. The tank bucked again and the stolen armoured ambulance blew up, but continued moving forwards for several feet.
In the battalion CP they broadcast the warning to stay in their trenches, anyone or anything moving above ground was in play, it came too late for the depth platoon of 4 Company. Grenades flew into the platoons CP but the alerted platoon positions reacted swiftly, driving the attackers into cover and leaving three in the open, one deathly still and two threshing the ground in pain.
Team Fives leader ducked into the freshly blown command trench, ignoring the wrecked bodies of the airborne soldiers who had occupied it. She was angry at having been given this mission, her troops were too valuable to be thrown away in such death squad actions, and not even being able to plan it properly, the time scale meant they�d had to wing it. Joining up with two other teams as instructed, they had cobbled together a rough plan, and ambushed a pair of ambulances before setting off.
Similar attacks were taking place at other locations along the front to weaken the opposition at ideal crossing points; some of those would have the support of airborne assaults, but only the successful ones. The Red Army never reinforces failure.
On the floor of the CP were two field telephones, one was smashed by the explosion, both were splattered with gore but she picked up the one which looked intact, wiped the earpiece against her leg to get rid of the blood, and tried it. She knew that chemical agents had not yet been used tonight so she put away her respirator and pulled the hood down. There was no further need for the subterfuge and the return of un-muffled hearing and 180� vision was welcome, it gave them an advantage over the defenders. She listened without speaking as the field telephone was answered, and then cut the connection. Removing the wires from the retaining clamps, she replaced them with the ones off the smashed field phone and tried that line in the same fashion. Once it was answered she ripped the wires from the back of the phone, held the wires carefully as she raised her head to look over the parapet, whip-lashing the wires up and down she noted the direction they were running. There was a lot of firing around them, and like an infection it spread as nervous soldiers opened up on shadows, there was little being aimed in the direction of the Spetznaz troops, with any degree of accuracy anyway.
Lt Col Reed had thrust his hands deep into his pockets when the initial contact report had come through from the armoured squadrons commander, the small arms and grenades he could now hear up top was out of proportion to that report.
�Sarn�t Major Moore� kindly tell all units to cease firing unless in direct contact. You� signaller, call up Sunray Tango and ask him for an estimate of the enemy entering our lines.� Arnie Moore got busy on the field phones, and the signaller started typing.
Major Venables ears were still ringing but his eyesight was back when the Bn CP sent their query via Ptarmigan. Both armoured ambulances were now burning, and he typed a quick sitrep, estimating the enemy numbers at 12 to 16.
�Colonel Sir!� Pat Reed turned from reading Venables reply,
�Yes Sarn�t Major?�
�All stations have acknowledged with the exception of our 9 Platoon, their CP is closest to the penetration point.�
With 9 Platoon l CP out of the loop there was but two ways to get messages to the remainder of that platoon, either by radio or by runner, and he was not going to risk anyone�s life to friendly fire by sending a man with a message.
�Break radio silence, tell all stations we believe that the intruders are in the area of 9 Platoon CP, I want a shermouli put up from 7 Platoons lines, then its watch and shoot at anything not in a trench, ok?� He next turned to the battalion MFC.
�Lance Sarn�t Cornish, your tubes have all individual positions registered, yes?� The MFC nodded.
�Yes sir� do you want 9 Platoon�s CP stonked?�
�Perhaps, but not until I say so, I would like visual confirmation that it has been overrun by the enemy first.�
Team Five�s commander did not have to crawl past any of the platoons trenches in order to get close enough to identify where the landline ran to, it was positioned slightly further to the rear than the position they had come from, and over to the left. Once the small arms fire had petered out she�d ordered the rest of the teams to pair up and stalk the NATO fighting positions. There had been twenty Spetznaz troopers on this mission, and they were down to eleven already. She was now lying in a shell crater with two of her own team, with just one defence platoon trench between her and their goal when the handheld para-illum went up. All three hunched in the mud when they heard the �whoosh� made by the small rocket, and each closed their shooting eye to preserve their night vision. The commander squirmed onto her back, laying down her British SA-80 on her stomach and extracting a steel mirror from a breast pocket, and another two grenades� from an ammunition pouch. She had done this drill for real once before in Chechnya and before that many times with first dummy, and then live grenades.
Poking the small mirror above ground with her left hand, she gripped the first grenade tightly in her right whilst one of her men pulled its pin out. The small parachute flare was now lighting up this area of the battlefield, and her other troops, but she ignored all else but the identifying of the trench. She had to open both eyes to find the trench and judge the distance, then after a moment's pause she lobbed the grenade backwards over her head and immediately grasped the second grenade. Her trooper pulled the pin on that also and she lobbed it after the first, before rolling over and fixing her bayonet to the NATO rifle and pulling another grenade from the pouch. Both grenades landed in the British trench, but the first was scooped up by a young Guardsman and thrown to the rear, he hadn�t seen where it came from, and unfortunately he didn�t see the second one arrive either.
With her eyes squeezed tight to try and restore some of her lost night vision, the team commander waited for the shermouli to fizzle out, and then she was up and running, with her troopers in firing positions to give cover if needed. The old Wehrmacht bunker had been built with observation slits, but these had been left covered with earth after its re-discovery. The sappers had cleared away the earth from the steps leading down to its entrance but removed the rusted steel door, lest it trap its new occupants inside.
With the detonation of the two grenades nearby, RSM Stone picked up his SLR, fixed bayonets and moved quickly over to the entrance, ducking under the inner blackout, a trailers tarpaulin, and then moved aside the blanket hanging down beyond it. There was just enough light getting around the corners of the tarpaulin for him to see a figure rushing down the concrete steps. He was holding his rifle by the pistol grip with his right hand; the butt was tucked under his armpit, muzzle and bayonet pointing down. He paused, taken aback on seeing the pretty face of the girl on the stairs, dressed in British uniform.
Still hampered by the lack of full night vision, the team commander did not see the big British soldier until she was almost on top of him. Bringing up the SA-80 she aimed from the hip one handed and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.
Barry Stone did not comprehend the danger until she made that threatening move, but then she was thrusting the weapon forwards, stabbing him in the upper body and trying to push him back through the curtain, to make a gap she could throw the grenade through. The RSM was off balance, and she had the advantage of height, but as he went backwards he brought up the SLRs muzzle. It had become so heavy, so suddenly, thought the RSM. There was a fire in his chest and he couldn�t get his breathe, but he gritted his teeth and thrust forward as hard as he could, spearing his attacker in the stomach. She screamed in agony, dropping the jammed rifle and grenade to grasp the blade with both hands, trying to force it out of her body. The grenades spring-arm flew free; allowing the spring-loaded striker to fly down inside the fuse assembly onto the percussion cap and the five-second fuse began to burn.
RSM Stones strength was failing fast, pierced through the heart he no longer had the strength to hold the rifle and his right leg gave way, staggering backwards into the blanket and tarpaulin, which tore away from their securing nails.
Jim Popham spun around when he heard the woman scream, in time to see RSM Stone pull away the blackouts and fall to one knee. The next thing his consciousness registered was a hand grenade bounce down the stairs and into the bunker�s interior. He heard himself shout the warning.
�Grenade!� and launched himself across the room towards it, but the RSM first steadied himself with a hand on the bunkers wall, and then pushed himself forwards, landing on top of the grenade, smothering it with his body.
At 0600, with no coded �Success� message being received by waiting signal's intelligence across the river, the tempo of the artillery barrage increased dramatically. Rocket artillery that had stood down lest its less accurate fire hamper the Special Forces mission now re-joined the effort. Six batteries of tube artillery which had so far played no part in softening up the targets in this sector, opened up on the Guards, 82nd Airborne, Light Infantry and the Argyll�s with specialised munitions carrying Nerve Agents, Blister Agents and hallucinogenic LSD compounds, began to burst on the western bank.
Geilenkirchen AFB, Germany: 0610hrs, same day.
Less well known than the larger USAF airbase in Germany, Geilenkirchen AFB, thirteen miles north of Aachen was the home of NAEWF, NATO airborne early warning force in Europe. 93rd Air Control Wing had six of its converted Boeing 707, JSTARS airframes there, flown in from Robins AFB in Georgia when war looked imminent. They and the multi-national E-3 AWAC force, including aircraft and crews from 552nd Air Control Wing out of Tinker AFB, Oklahoma, were running around the clock missions, controlling strike and air superiority missions. Eavesdropping on enemy radio traffic, snooping on enemy movements in the air and on the ground, plus electronic warfare were their tasks.
Three E-3 Sentry�s were up, two up and one back in reserve, should anything happen to either of the two other valuable AWAC aircraft. An equal number of JSTARS E-8s were aloft, and that meant the ground crews had their work cut out keeping the on-board systems and the aircraft themselves, serviceable.
The technicians working on the aircraft systems at the individual dispersal�s heard a single shot, coming from over on the perimeter. The shot was answered by another, and another. There had been a number of phantom fire fights on the perimeter since the war had started; nervous sentries killing shadows, usually preceded by noises in the undergrowth as the wildlife went about its nocturnal business. The first time it had happened the technicians had rushed to their stand-to positions, swapping circuit testers and spanners for M-16s, but now they merely glanced toward the sound of gunfire and then got back to their tasks. The firing ended, as usual, and silence returned to the pre-dawn setting.
Ten minutes later the outline of the woods from where the firing had been were illuminated from behind by a bright light, a second or two later the sound of the explosion reached the nearest group of ground crew. They stopped what they were doing and stared off toward the woods, wondering what was going on, the base alarms had not sounded so they conjectured that a stray round may have hit something, their breath fogging in the frosty air as they whispered, and hey, wasn�t there a Patriot site over that way?
The reverberations died away and the sound was replaced by that of engines coming from the flight line and further along the perimeter, the first vehicles to race past were armoured Humvees, disappearing into the wood. The second vehicles could be heard but not seen, a pair of Bradley fighting vehicles outside the perimeter, following the fence toward the wood.
Senior NCOs put an end to the idle gossip, hustling the men and women back to work on the airframes, engines and systems. There was more work to be done than there were warm bodies to do it, and another two aircraft had reported problems which had to be fixed before they saw any sack time.
The NCOs did not get their wish, both Bradleys exploded as they ran over bar mines laid only a half hour before, and shoulder launched anti-tank weapons took care of the Humvees. The ground crews hesitated, they did not need audible alarms to tell them something was now seriously amiss, but they weren�t trained infantry either, they were standing in the open and clearly visible in the night sight of the gun group which had just set up on the woods edge, a moment later the gun opened fire.
Wizard Zero Four had been on-station for seven hours, flying a monotonous racetrack pattern over the Upper Harz mountains. They had little to do in regard to interceptions, few aircraft were up apart from their opposite numbers, A-50s and the older Mainstays, brought back into service to make up for the losses in the A-50 fleet. The JSTARS and AWAC had a close co-operation, feeding one another information, but it had been mainly one way, AWAC vectoring in strike aircraft against positions on the ground identified by JSTARS as viable targets. At 0547hrs however, that all changed.
�Wizard Zero Four, this is Bloodhound One Eight.�
Zero Four�s senior controller answered the JSTARS SC. �This is Wiz, go ahead Bloodhound� got some business for us?�
��Hound, giving you a heads up on something developing down there. Lots of attacks on unit command elements, they scored big against us in the Haldensleben area and at Bernburg on the Saale River; took out a couple of brigade and battalion CPs.�
�Wiz, roger that� you want to qualify �a couple� �Hound?�
��Hound, one brigade CP for sure, maybe two, and three battalion command posts for certain, could be five but they are still trying to re-establish communications and get a handle on things. Lots a�places got hit by throw-away units but most got beat off� standby Wiz� Wiz we got ground traffic heading in from rear areas toward them two places and three more besides. I�m guessing the other three are diversionary attacks.�
Wizard Zero Four�s senior controller�s attention was called to tracks appearing on the eastern edge of his monitor.
�Wiz, check your air defence screen �Hound, we got lots of fast movers comin� west. Wiz out.�
There were indeed �lot�s� coming their way, four Regiments of interceptors had formed up at 30,000 feet, topped off their tanks and climbed to 40,000 feet before going to burner and heading towards Wizard Zero Four, Bloodhound One Eight and their escorts. An equal number were racing toward the other flight of JSTARS and AWAC aircraft.
The airborne control platforms turned west, calling for help whilst their escorts swung east and started looking for targets.
NATO scrambled fighters but the Red Air Force was not hanging around, they overwhelmed the escorts and carried on west, Wizard Zero Four�s operators could see that they were in serious trouble. Both of the big Boeings had been heading west in company, they now split and began emergency descents, looking for ground clutter to hide in until the cavalry arrived.
Wizards operators were gulping furiously, trying to make their ears pop with the radical pressure changes when the automated systems began discharging chaff and flares, they didn�t do that unless the aircraft were already locked up. With 10,000 feet to go before they got into a valley, an Archer missile scored on them, flying into the starboard inner and blowing the whole wing off, and Wizard Zero Four fell onto the town of Holzminden.
Il-76 transports followed in the wake of the next force to go west, this force was tasked with the deadly task of SAM suppression, and without the E-3 Sentry�s to tell them what was coming, or to guide their missiles, the NATO batteries had to fire up their own radars, and the attrition began.
Colonel General Alontov struggled with the weight of his parachutes and equipment as he hooked himself up and checked the parachute of the man in front of him. Behind him another paratrooper did the same for him, as they readied themselves for their second combat jump of the war. His Division�s task was not entirely dissimilar to their last mission, two brigades would cut the NATO supply lines at different points, whilst the third would secure the western bank of the Elbe. After Leipzig he had reorganised the Division for this mission, the green replacements all went into the third brigade, where he left a hardcore of experienced men. The survivors of Leipzig formed the first and second brigades, they had the hardest tasks, seizing Helmstedt and Braunschwieg, the toughest, where four autobahns came together. He of course would be jumping into Braunschweig, along with his Spetznaz company 21 miles from Helmstedt and 37.7 miles as the crow flies, from the bridgehead at Haldersleben.
When he had been told of this plan to cross the Elbe and Saale, he had been offered his choice of the two available divisional tasks that the soviet airborne forces had been given, and as he did not want to sacrifice a third of his men, he had chosen this one. The airborne division of 2nd Guards Shock Army would be dropping to their south, at Bernburg, Eisleben and way west into Belgium, beaters to flush SACUER into the sights of the gun line.
The brigade going to Belgium could be written off, there would be no attempt made to resupply it.
Looking out through the nearest port he saw the first flakes of snow whipping past in the turbulence.
Snow when it should be Spring! The Russian shivered inwardly, what have we brought upon ourselves?
Lt Col Reed accepted the news of his RSMs death without comment, he nodded to the signaller who had brought the sad tidings and went about the business of running the unit.
The resumption of the enemy incoming had been mainly airbursts, no doubt designed to kill any NATO troops above ground engaged in hunting down the Spetznaz troops who had infiltrated the lines. It didn�t bode well for the enemy soldiers; any that had not been in shelter bays would be unlikely to survive. Major Popham had reported that they were doing what they could for an injured enemy soldier, her wound was severe and they had given her morphine for the pain and dressed the wound with dressings from her own pockets, she wouldn�t survive long without surgery, but Pat Reed didn�t really give a damn. His soldiers were taking a battering from the artillery; he didn�t know how many were still fit to fight and wouldn�t do until the bombardment ended. At least with counter-battery fire they were giving some back, and preventing the enemy from using everything he had, all at once.
Five miles from the small town Belgian town of Petergensfeld, SACEUR received the reports of chemical weapons with a mere nod, it was to be expected that if the soviets had any stocks remaining they would use them now. His view of the situation had been severely hampered by the loss of his JSTARS and AWAC cover, and now less capable land based battlefield radars and unmanned reconnaissance vehicles were his only eyes.
He had called in the AWAC and JSTARS aircraft from Norway, Spain and the USA to replace the losses, in the air and no doubt those on the ground too.
Nearby the base a road convoy enroute to the front were diverted. The British Army part-timers of the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the Wessex Regiment, TAVR, were still moving into position and organising before attempting to retake the overrun Geilenkirchen AFB. Word of the attack had been sent by the occupants of a farm who�d telephoned the police, reporting automatic fire and large explosions.
General Allain rather suspected the attack had come from within, as much as from outside, the attackers had apparently neutralised the airbase communications totally.
Updrafts buffeted the big Il-76 transports carrying the Helmstedt force, and the snow that had begun as flurries now fell heavily, whipping across the wings and obscuring the pilot�s vision.
Nikoli Bordenko tried to ignore the pain in his arms, legs and back from standing in a half crouch to bear the weight of his equipment. He held onto the cable that ran his side of the hold with his right hand, the knuckles were white with the effort. His nose wrinkled as the man in front vomited onto the cargo deck, he knew what would happen next, the stink of bile would start a chain reaction, and indeed he was right, it became puke city shortly afterwards. One hundred and twenty five men were facing forward, toward the two side doors, hooked up to one of two cables that ran the length of the hold, and now over half were unloading the sausage and pickled cabbage stew they had eaten a couple of hours before.
Their aircraft had let down to 1000 feet five minutes before, after crossing the Elbe. So far they had received little in the way of ground fire, although the odd line of tracer flashed past coming from below, Nikoli had seen that out of the corner of his eye, through one of the few window ports in the cargo bay.
He tried to change his stance slightly to ease the ache in his limbs, but found one corner of his bulky map case, safely tucked inside his smock, dug into his armpit. The additional maps went with his new rank and position, Captain and 2i/c of the company, a job he was not entirely comfortable with because he missed his platoon and being the boss, the one who made the decisions.
The big Ilyushin transport lurched to the side and Nikoli cursed as the cable dug into his hand. Around him men lost their footing, and or, their hold on the cables and slid across the cargo deck. His first thought was that it was turbulence, but the aircraft kept up its hard left bank for a few seconds and then the nose went up and the course was reversed. Bracing himself with a foot against the side of the hold. The view gave him a good view out of the tiny port, and of the tracer flashing past horizontally, it wasn�t turbulence that was the cause of the bumpy ride, somewhere behind a fighter was trying to put rounds into them.
The transport continued to try for the safety of the clouds, as did the rest of the formation when German Tornados and Alfa jets jumped it. The Tornados mixed it with the transports escorts and the Alfas hunted the escorts charges. The Alfas were ground attack aircraft, their hard-points bare of ordnance having dropped it on targets over the Elbe they had only cannon with which to engage the big four engine transports.
Men screamed as eventually the rounds pierced the airframe, 27mm cannon shells entered through the thin aluminium, tore through men and equipment before passing out the other side. Stinging, acrid fumes from an electrical fire began to fill the hold and the red light came on as the aircraft�s nose dropped well below the horizontal, lifted momentarily and then dropped once more, but at a gentler angle. The dispatchers hauled open the side doors, screaming and gesturing at the men to get out. A flickering orange light illuminated the interior of the hold through the starboard ports, flames from the right inner engine streamed out into the aeroplane�s wake.
Nikoli�s left hand supported his equipment bag, which rested on his left foot and he heaved it forwards with each step, coughing and choking with the smoke, that was now diluted by the gale coming through the open jump doors, but still smarted.
Despite the roar of the air he heard the rapid drumming sound of cannon shells striking the aeroplane once more, flinching as something passed by his head and he was blinded by warm blood, jetting into his face from the man in front. Someone behind was pushing at him frantically, but Nikoli could see nothing until he�d released his grip on the bag to wipe his eyes with his sleeve. There had been three men in front of him, now there were just a torn body parts.
The port side dispatcher came toward him, a knife in his hand as he cut through the dead men�s static lines, without his doing that then none of the heavily burdened paratroopers could have hoped to get past. Nikoli nearly fell, slipping in blood and entrails as he reached the door, the dive had steepened so he deliberately looked up as he stepped through the door, if they were only 50 feet up, he�d prefer not knowing.
The slipstream spun him about but he concentrated on counting,
�One thousand, two thousand, three thousand� � he was hauled roughly into the upright. �� check canopy!� Looking up he could see a nice round shape of canopy, but his lines were wrapped around themselves so he began kicking and twisting until they unravelled. A body fell past him, he caught a glimpse of a horrified face, its mouth open wide in a scream but no sound coming forth, its owner reaching out towards him as he fell past, as if Nikoli could extend his arms the twenty feet that separated them and save him. A moment later the doomed paratroopers canopy fell past, the roar of flames from the burning fabric filled the air momentarily as it trailed behind like a beacon as its owner fell to earth.
All those who made it out of the stricken transports starboard door met similar fates, the static line pulling their parachute canopies out and into the flames from the burning engine.
Nikoli watched the Il-76 hit the ground and explode, the last half dozen paratroopers out of the doors ploughed into the ground before their canopies had deployed, and a line of small fires leading off along the way they had come marked were those who had come out of the starboard jump door had landed.
Unclipping his equipment bag, he let it fall, to be arrested by the webbing strap attached to his harness, to land with it still clipped to him would have meant leg and possibly spinal fractures.
Pulling down on his right riser he spilled some air from the left of the canopy, turning into wind so the breeze was on the right front of his face. There was a mild 10 knot wind blowing so as he drifted backwards he set for his landing, feet together and angled to the left, knees together and bent slightly, head tucked in with his forearms and elbows protecting his head and face.
In the darkness there was no ground-rush, the seemingly rapid acceleration towards terra-firma, Nikoli heard his equipment bag strike the ground and the pressure on his harness lessened, then his feet struck and he rolled, first hips and shoulders, and then his feet came over the top and he was still. Without getting to his feet he immediately struggled from the harness that was dragged away for a short distance by the still partly inflated canopy. No rounds were in-coming, but he was in a field over two hundred yards from cover and he wasn�t inclined to give some farmer with a shotgun a target of opportunity. The snow was settling, snow in April? the world truly had gone crazy, but he crawled over and collected his equipment bag, dragging it with him to cover in a thicket.
Aside from being behind the lines, he had no real idea as to where he was exactly until he took out his GPS and maps. Wuitterlingen, a small hamlet, was to the west of him, so he was nearly seven miles from the planned drop zone. He carried a radio beacon in his bag for the troops to rally on, which he took out and checked before setting it aside. Each trooper could home in on his own platoons beacon, or if there were no signal coming from that they could change the settings and rally on the nearest one. The company commander carried another beacon, but he had been on the starboard side of the aircraft.
Nikoli supposed that it now meant he was the company commander, but as he reckoned that no more than about twenty men had got out through the portside jump door, and all the heavy weapon section had been at the back, he had less than a platoon of riflemen.
Once he had pulled on his pack and radio, Nikoli set the timer on the rally beacon and moved off a hundred metres to a position that gave more than mere cover from view. Should NATO detect the radio beacons emissions, then they would employ anything from a patrol to an airstrike to eliminate it, so he got out his entrenching tool and began deepening a depression he found.
Over the past hour the BTR-80s and TP-76 tanks of the 2nd, 18th, 43rd MRRs and 4th Tank Regiment which formed the Hungarian Rzesz�w Motor Rifle Division, had moved up to the edge of the dead ground a little over half a mile from the river. Behind these units the combat engineering and bridging units positioned themselves, unaware that they and two other divisions were merely tying up NATOs best units, the battle tested ones. They were expected to press home their attack but not expected to succeed, in fact artillery and air assets were already being diverted to assist at the two real efforts.
Once all the units were in place, artillery began dropping smoke, the signal for the tanks and APCs to begin rolling forward, it was also the signal for those left on the �island� to bug-out. Bill wasn�t going to waste time finding out if any of the telephone landlines were still intact, he sent a code word on the radio and then switched it off.
Stef had shut down the NIAD and packed it away once its squawking had been proven to be genuine, the sensitive piece of equipment was prone to false alarms. Both soldiers carried �Arctic Whites� in their Bergen�s, a thin over-jacket and trousers made of white parachute material, though neither man expected to be wearing the items quite so soon in the year. These were donned over their �Noddy suits� now, and spare white cotton �inner gloves�, a size too large for normal use were pulled over the black rubber Noddy suits outer pair. The bulky ghillie suits had been removed and placed in heavy duty bin bags, along with a couple of pounds of fullers earth to absorb any chemical agents that may have adhered. They were now inside sandbags, strapped to the tops of the Bergens.
Visibility had been degraded by the snowstorm to the point that only the snipers thermal sight was of any use, and this had its protective lens caps placed on as they moved out. No rockets or shells had landed on the �island� for over an hour, and the snow had settled on the churned earth and shell craters. Had they not been wearing their protective clothing they would have heard the snow crunching crisply underfoot, as they made their way towards the canal. Other figures appeared from shelter bays and hides, one pair of snipers was missing, as were four of the radio operators, the absent men were either sealed in by near misses or dead from direct hits. They didn�t have the time to discover which was which, and pressed on towards the Mitterland Kanal.
There were four boats awaiting them, two others were gone, sunk at their moorings by the shellfire, so they left one boat for anyone who managed to dig themselves out. The soviet artillery began dropping HE on the �island� once more, turning their attentions away from the ground beyond the canal for a while.
Royal Artillery Phoenix drones were keeping tabs on the approaching amphibious Hungarian AFVs, and switched half of their tubes from counter battery missions, to hammer the oncoming armour.
Venables Challengers and Chieftains were moving into their forward fighting positions as the radio operators and snipers were slipping into their new positions, back in the relative safety of the battalion lines.
Big Stef paused at the entrance to their new hide, and looked around at the evidence of shelling. Bill trudged up and stopped, glancing about trying to see what had caught the other man�s attention.
�Bad, but not as bad as the last time.� Bill heard the words and shivered, the artillery had been the scariest thing that had ever happened to him.
Across the river, Colonel Leo Lu�ar listened with satisfaction on his command net as the OPs on the riverbank reported little movement on the island between the Elbe and the Mitterland Kanal. His orders were to secure both banks with his amphibious force in order that the engineers first put ribbon bridges across to carry heavier armour, and then place bridging sections between the autobahn bridge uprights, that were still standing. The lack of substantial air support was troubling him, as was the withdrawal of artillery and the Russian Division from the available follow-on forces. It stood to reason that the autobahn was a vital route to the English Channel, so why wasn�t this effort getting all available resources?
His biggest fear was the NATO multi launch rocket system, but he had been assured that what air assets they had were across the river hunting artillery and the deadly MLRS launchers.
He had two battalions of PT-76 tanks and BTR-80 APCs in company ranks, one either side of the bridge, four waves to first take the ground between the river and the canal. The next phase was in the hands of the gunners in the rear; the concrete sides of the canal were an effective barrier against vehicles getting into and out of the water. Engineers would use demolition charges to complete the creation of ramps down into the canal, working under the cover of his armour and infantry.
His tank was being rocked by near misses from the enemy artillery, and steel splinters scarred its sides as he looked through the side and rear viewing blocks to see how his force was faring. Here and there he could see black oily smoke and flames from knocked out vehicles, whilst other vehicles were stopped having had tracks knocked off. There was something else that struck him though, the lack of smoke covering them from more accurate artillery spotting. The wind had shifted and the smoke rounds were discharging their cover uselessly, the artillery spotters had not adjusted fire to compensate and he barked some harsh words into the radio on the support net.
One of his lead companies commanders called up that they had reached the riverbank and Lu�ar ordered the artillery to commence pounding the canals sides with the heavy artillery.
Back in the NATO lines, the NCOs from the 82nd and Guards were getting their blokes sorted out, adjusting arcs of fire to compensate for trenches that had been obliterated by the artillery. Casualty reports went from sections to platoon, to company and then to the battalion CP. Over in the platoon that had been infiltrated, two foxholes failed to respond satisfactorily to hails and were grenaded, and then stormed. The battalion lines were again secure, areas of responsibility and personnel were moved around to plug or cover the gaps.
Pat Reed was so far pleased, that in pulling back off the �island� he had been proved correct and saved his unit from destruction, an added bonus was that the enemy had wasted the bulk of its artillery missions on empty real estate. His insistence, along with other commanders, that counter battery fire be employed from the very first had also paid off.
The preliminaries were over, they were about to come to grips with the enemy and the battalion was in good shape this time to stand its ground. He had just finished talking to the company; squadron and battery Commanders on field phone conference call when a sheet of message pad was put in front of him. When at full NBC state, everyone looks the same apart from being tall, short, big or slim. Yellow crayon on strips of tape on the chest and the front of the Noddy suit hood identified the individual in the CP, though less garish colours were used up top. The FAC, forward air controller, brought the news that their air support, including helicopters, had been removed due to enemy airborne drops to the north and south.
London
A telephone call at four forty in the morning had started Janet Probert from her sleep. She had not been instantly alert, no one who has been so rudely awoken ever is. It had taken several moments for understanding to take hold and once it had she�d hesitated, frozen by fear having looked first to the clock. People do not send good tidings at such an hour.
Having steeled herself for the worst she had snatched the receiver from its cradle and found the caller was Annabelle Reed, the COs wife. Annabelle had set up a group to take care of welfare issues amongst the battalions dependants soon after Lt Col Reed�s assuming command. Driving down from their home in the Yorkshire Dales to do the rounds of the married pads with June Stone, the battalion RSMs wife, and call a meeting of the wives.
An elderly, former RSM with 2CG, Captain Deacon, was the married families officer and it fell to him and whichever padre that London District sent over, to break the news.
Mrs Reed had set up a system whereby the wives committee would have someone present too.
The regiment�s losses in the opening battle on the heights above the Wesernitz had staggered the tight knit battalion �family�. The previous Commanding Officers wife, Genevieve Hupperd-Lowe, was a gentle and rather frail lady by nature and her husband�s death in the fighting had completely devastated her. June Stone had stepped in to organise the support for the families of the wounded, missing and those confirmed as killed in action. There was a disproportionately high number of MIA from that first battle and some of the crueller tabloids had picked up on the figures, hinting at a panicked rout. The papers had been just as insinuating after the second battle, at Leipzig airport, with regard to the low number of prisoners taken by the battalion as it, along with the rest of 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigade, had hammered through the soviet airborne lines to the objective. It had all added to the distress of the families.
Janet and Sarah Osgood had been at the inaugural meeting and had volunteered for the on-call rota, visiting nearby families and those in married quarters whose husbands had just become casualties. The call that morning had been to warn Janet that the battalion was in action once more and as such she, June and Sarah could be called upon later when casualty notifications began to come through from Germany. Being �called on� really meant comforting some distraught wife who had just been informed she was widowed, or that their husband was wounded. She did not know how Annabelle had come by the information, it was hardly public domain; probably through a friend of Pat�s at the MOD.
Thus Janet�s working day had begun with her tired, pale and again wishing to block out the worst thoughts, but she did that last part everyday anyway.
Breakfast had been served up to a Jimmy who was much quieter these days. His best friend Alistair had been taken out of a lesson the previous week by a usually stern faced head mistress whom at that time had been visibly moist eyed and exuding compassion. Alistair had not rejoined the class and by the time school finished for the day the married quarter his friend had lived at was locked up, awaiting contractors to empty its contents and ship them up north. There were a lot of �pad brats� attending Jimmy�s school and not all from 1CG.
The headmistress had made half a dozen trips from her office to classrooms as result of telephone calls since the war had started.
Karen was also quieter of late but her daughter seemed to be making a conscious effort to make her mother�s life easier, a sure sign of growing up. She was also helping more without first having to be asked, and there was no more sniping at her brother, the catalyst of many squabbles, for which Janet was truly thankful.
With breakfast passed she had steered her car carefully along frozen roads that were not receiving the attention of the gritting lorries as they had in peacetime. The multi storey she always used, and in previous times had trouble finding a space at, was half empty so perhaps the roads out of town were in even worse shape she�d mused. Her carriage on the DLR was less than packed, allowing her to sit in relative comfort and watch the snow squalls beyond the carriage windows as she thought about Karen�s coming birthday. She really needed to apply some thought to that. Pull out all the stops and have a party, or an outing, just something to lift all of their spirits.
At Heron Quays she departed the automatic train with a handful of commuters and dutifully passed through the barrier with a sweep of her oyster card across the yellow face of the reader. Still deep in thought she left the station entrance and grimaced at the bitter cold and myriad flakes assaulting her exposed skin.
The wind was blowing straight along the Thames from the east and into the right side of her face, freezing her ear and depositing snowflakes down her neck.
Once she had muffled herself against the elements as best she could with her scarf Janet pulled her coat hood up, holding its right side extended as a wind break with one knuckled, frozen hand she hunched against the freezing wind and hurried to work.
Turning into South Colonnade, and into the icy wind, she did not see the man in thick padded jacket bearing the logo of a firm of lift engineers. They bumped shoulders and she opened her mouth to apologise, as commuters do in such situations. He mumbled something equally automatic that was lost in the wind, shrugging the strap of a heavy canvas bag higher onto his shoulder before tugging on the peak of his baseball cap, which Janet took to be a rather quaint gesture as she continued on to the entrance of the imposing glass tower where she worked.
The lift engineer gritted his teeth in annoyance at the collision, which had almost caused him to drop the bag with its heavy and irreplaceable instrument. He had tugged the peak of his cap further down across his face and made it appear to be an act of apology, backed up with something suitably trite. The cause of his discomfort had responded in similar fashion and went on her way.
He watched surreptitiously for a long moment for any indication that it had been anything but accidental, and then satisfied he resumed his own journey.
Thirty minutes later the engineer emerged from a small van liveried with the lift company logo inside a lockup garage containing a single saloon car. Securely closing and locking the large double doors behind him he took a laptop from the saloon cars boot and set it up on an oil stained worktop at the back of the garage. His breath fogged in the frigid cold of the garages interior. From the canvas work bag he extracted what appeared to be a large cordless electric drill with an oversized battery pack. A USB cable was plugged into one of the laptop ports at one end whilst the other slotted into an innocuous looking recess above the drills trigger guard. His fingers tapped a few keys before leaving the laptop to carry out the command he�d given it, turning his attention to a rather less high tech item.
Close to one wall of the garage a grimy oil trap, like a giant roasting tray, sat upon the cold concrete floor. Within it rested a large and equally filthy engine block wrapped around with chain and above that a sturdy steel ring was bolted to a roof girder. From the back of the small van he took a set of steps, pulley, hook and chain. The harsh metallic sound of the chain and pulley sounded until he hoisted the engine several feet clear of the ground and moved aside the oil trap to reveal a safe set in the floor. Muscles knotted as he unlocked and then lifted the heavy door before stepping back and stripping off all the lift company�s clothing except the pair of snug leather gloves on his hands. He was shivering hard by the time he had checked the laptop had completed its task and disconnected the drill, wrapping it carefully in the padded jacket before kneeling to place the bundle in the safe. The clothes and canvas bag followed them into the safe, which was then closed, locked and concealed as before. His teeth chattered as he placed the chain and pulley into the saloon cars boot. The steps were returned to the van, which he locked with keys he concealed on a hook behind the worktop. Quickly dressing into a smart business suit and topcoat taken from the back seat of the saloon he fought to stop the shivering and looked about carefully for anything amiss. Apparently satisfied, the garage doors were unlocked to allow the saloon to be backed out into the snow and then closed securely and locked once more.
The �engineer� removed a glove long enough to test the temperature of the air issuing from the cars heating vents. The air was icy so he cancelled the airflow to all but the screen and sat patiently for five minutes, until the snowflakes that had settled on the bottom of the windscreen began to melt.
Turning the fan back on and allowing the warm air to chase away the shivering he put the car into gear and drove the short distance to the Mile End Road, which he followed away from the City.
Forty minutes driving later and he pulled the car into a lay-by, collected the laptop and a holdall off the back seat and carried them through a gap in the hedge bordering the road. There was very little traffic on the road and no one at all in the fields, a fact he was careful to verify before crouching behind a holly bush and assembling a satellite transmitter from the holdall. The same USB lead was plugged into the transmitter that he pointed twenty degrees above the northern horizon. One thousandth of a second was all it took to transmit the results of two hours in the snow traversing and bisecting the banking and business estate, covertly mapping the site by means of concealed ultrasonic �radar�.
On returning to the car he looked at his watch, noting that he had completed the hurriedly ordered assignment with eleven minutes to spare. He wondered how the remainder of his team had fared up in Scotland and whether they would return before the arrival of orders for yet another task.
Russia
The Nighthawk was only fifty feet above the sea as it approached the coast, the plasma screen covering the cockpit windows was showing only the information the on-board systems already knew of prior to take-off.
Their radar was switched off, rather than merely at standby, and with no external data feeds from other sources, the information they held related only to fixed locations. No air or sea threats were displayed, just land based and at least a week old.
The passive infra-red sensors that peppered the airframe were at the moment adding nothing to that which was already displayed, and the crew both hoped that was good news.
The waters of the Cheshskaya Guba, enclosed by the mainland on two sides and the Kanin Peninsula to the west, was choppy with spray being whipped off the wave tops by the arctic wind.
Major Caroline Nunro�s hand rested next to the side stick, she let the nav system fly the aircraft for now but she was ready to take over instantly. Their course was straightforward for the first 527 miles after making landfall, it only got complicated once they approached the Volga/Baltic Waterway, from there on in the flying was all hands on, as they skimmed the weeds the nearer to the enemy capital they got.
�We�ve got company� infra-red source at our 4 o�clock high position.� Patricia wished that they had even slightly more positive data available other than, �there�s something warm over thataways�. If her instruments suddenly indicated a very hot source they would trip the missile launch warnings, but she still would have liked to know what it was, what it was capable of, and the height, course and speed of the �warm something�.
Caroline keyed in a new altitude, and the Nighthawk lost another precious fifty feet. She wasn�t happy about it, it would only take one unrecorded radio mast or the Russian equivalent of the Giant Redwood and they�d all be toast, but she waited until five minutes after the IR source had vanished before bringing them back to their original altitude.
One of the features of the �At a glance� system was its ability to show the crew when radar was �painting� them and when they were still undetected. When there was no radar energy pulsing at the airframe, the extremities of the transparent plasma screen that lined the cockpit windows were tinged violet. As radar energy was detected the colour changed, in a reverse of the spectrum according to the level of energy. Yellow was the highest level of energy they encountered on their way in, but their route had been planned to avoid all radar sites and areas that could be expected to have mobile air defence systems.
North of the Nighthawk the B2s continued on toward Alaska, staying clear of the coastline as they tanked one another. KC-135 Extenders would top off their tanks over Alaska, and from there they would turn south. In an epic flight the B2s would stay aloft with tanker support until their circuitous flight brought them to Edwin Andrews Air Base on Mindanao, and they would touch the ground for the first time since leaving RAF Kinloss in Scotland.
The other F-117 turned about and retraced their steps, taking a long drink courtesy of the Danish air force tankers, before crossing the Moray Firth to Kinloss. The aircraft that rode shotgun had not released a single war shot, which was good news for the operation.
Two hours after crossing the coastline, Caroline Nunro taxied off the tarmac of the forest strip and into the shelter of the trees where the waiting Special Forces troops covered the airframe with camouflage nets and set about refuelling. Patricia Dudley supervised the operation whilst Caroline released their passenger from the confines of the bomb bay, and checked their ordnance was okay.
She felt a presence at her side and turned to find the Captain who commanded the special forces troops, and their CIA contact, and shook hands before allowing the Captain to round up Pat and Svetlana, after which they followed him to a small hut where they changed into civilian clothes.
The CIA rep was an elderly man, a local who had been a sleeper for the Americans since the sixties; he briefed them on the current situation inside Russia before leading them to his old truck where all four climbed up into its cab.
The drive to the safe house was not without risk, there was a curfew in place but most of the internal security troops were operating around the centres of population in the hours of darkness.
The elderly contact drove carefully, only using dipped headlights, and not when sky-lined on the tops of rises along the road.
They were negotiating a bend on the side of a steep hill when coming fast around it, on their side of the road, a Gaz jeep appeared. It swerved on seeing them and skidded, striking the stone wall at the roads edge and sending blocks bouncing down the hillside.
The road was blocked and the jeeps front wing was crumpled and bent, one wheel overhung the slope and rusty water was pouring from its rendered radiator.
The elderly contact was ashen faced as he brought the truck to a stop.
Caroline had been flung forward but caught herself.
�Oh Sh..!� was all she managed to voice before Svetlana�s hand clamped over her mouth, stifling the exclamation in English before she was able to voice it.
Two antennae whipped back and forth on the jeep with the suddenness of the vehicles halt. After a second, a section of wall toppled, its stone blocks joining the others careering downhill.
The jeeps driver clambered out of the far side, careful not to join the masonry now beginning to splash into a river at the bottom of the hill. But from the back climbed a Field Police Colonel, reaching across his body to unbutton the flap on his holster and draw the service pistol from it.
The accident was not of their making, but they were out during curfew and their pass would not hold up long should the official whose forged signature authorising the pass be summoned to the telephone from his bed.
Svetlana was wearing a long skirt, buttoned all the way down the front, and a tight fitting seaman�s wool polo neck jumper beneath her heavy coat.
She tore off the coat and hurriedly unbuttoned the skirt. Pushing Pat aside to squeeze passed she stepped down into the road from the truck�s cab giving both men a view of shapely legs and a naked hip. She ran over to the jeep, her boots stiletto heels clicking on the road surface and her face held an expression of mortification; she was gushing rapid fire apologies as she presented the Field Policemen with a vision of beauty in distress.
In the cab the two American�s watched, confidently awaiting the �Svetlana Effect� to work its magic.
The Field Police Colonel cocked the pistol and extended his arm, pointing it directly at Svetlana who was but ten feet away and screamed at her to raise her arms and get on her knees.
To avoid a tumble down the hillside the driver climbed onto the bonnet of the jeep and Svetlana, apparently in shock and therefore not hearing the menacing commands went to help him, not realising her danger or even looking at the officer who was now closing one eye as he took aim at the side of her head. She reached both arms up to assist the driver, to steady him as he jumped down to the safety of the roadway.
Quite unnecessarily her arms went about him as he landed, her body merged with his.
Two gunshots rang out, so close as to almost merge together.
The whirring sound of a ricochet disappeared into the night, a scar in the tarmac next to Svetlana from the Colonels sidearm, and the officer fell backwards.
The driver swung a brutal backhand but she saw it coming and leaned in, grunting as the knuckles caught the side of the back of her head but swinging her right at his face.
He roared as the hot muzzle of Constantine�s zip gun smashed into his nose, breaking it. He caught Svetlana�s wrist in his meaty left hand before she could swing again.
He was a powerfully built man, used to rough house fighting and he squeezed, causing the Russian girl to gasp in pain and drop the weapon. His right fist came up in an uppercut aimed at the girls jaw but she jerked her head back out of the way, and brought her right knee up sharply, driving it towards his groin.
He allowed the momentum of the failed uppercut to help twist his hips and the knee strike missed but Svetlana brought the limb back down, down against his lower leg, running the edge of her boots outstep against his left shin and driving the stiletto heel into the top of his foot.
He gasped in pain as the hard leather edge stripped the skin away from his shin and roared with anger as the heel broke small bones in his foot, but his grip did not lessen, he pulled and the girl seemed to stagger, completely out-matched in strength. He twisted her off balance and turned her back-on to him. The right arm came across with the intention of locking off against her throat and crushing her windpipe but she went right on turning; her head came back hard to smash into his mouth. Once, twice, three times her head pummelled into his face. The lower lip was mashed and pierced by broken teeth and her knee rose and fell again, this time bones in his right foot broke under the impact of the long thin heel. Her free hand helped her left shoulder underneath his left armpit before gripping his arm, and then she bent, twisted her hips and as his bulk left the ground she straightened and twisted more, sending him over her shoulder. He let go her wrist as his body went inverted but Svetlana kept hold of that arm, ensuring that he could not land rolling and come up fighting. He landed hard and on his back, the breath driven from his lungs and eyes staring, lower face smeared in blood from the broken nose and gasping for air through smashed teeth, helpless as a fish out of water.
Svetlana bent, unholstered the pistol on his belt, cocked it and unceremoniously shot him in the chest and head before turning to the fallen officer.
She walked up to the Colonel, a large patch of blood over the area of his solar plexus. He raised an arm weakly, wrist cocked and palm open, and he tried to speak but she fired twice in rapid succession before he could voice whatever it was he meant to say. The sound of the gunshots echoed off the hillsides.
She turned back to the old truck, not looking at the pistol as she made if safe with practiced ease and reached behind, tucking it into her skirt next to her spine.
�Don�t just sit there, help me!�
She retrieved the zip gun and the officers� pistol, handing that last item to their CIA contact and telling him to move down the road a ways and keep a lookout along the route the jeep had come.
It is not called �dead weight� for nothing, and it took all three women to haul the bodies into the jeep, strap them in to prevent the bodies floating to the surface and then push it off the road onto the steep slope.
With a last straightening of the wheel Svetlana leant in and released the handbrake, jumping back quickly as the jeep began to roll down the hill.
Its impact with the river was unexpectedly loud.
They stood there panting with exertion, staring down hill.
�Good.� said the Russian girl.
Pat and Caroline turned about to face her open mouthed at the seemingly cold remark, in as much shock at the sudden chain of events as of being witness to the violence meted out by someone they had believed to be mere eye candy, intelligent no doubt but ultimately eye candy incapable of such cold blooded and applied violence.
�What?�
Svetlana pointed upwards and the two American air women followed the finger and saw snowflakes.
�With luck it will hide the evidence for a while.� Svetlana said and then hurried over to the truck. �Come on, we need to get out of here before they are missed.�
The remainder of the journey was in silence.
On arrival at the safe house nearer the capital Svetlana gave the contact a package and instructions, before he continued on into Moscow, after which a satellite phone was assembled, just long enough to send a single code word.
Petergensfeld, Belgium: Same time.
First contact with the soviet airborne brigade was made by the local police, the fire fight between the crew of the patrol car and half a dozen paratroops was short, but the policemen got a message out by radio that airborne troops had landed in force.
An hour later the advance platoons of the brigade began engaging the security company around the depot, the heaviest weapon the paratroopers had was mortars, but they had weight of numbers and held a 13-1 advantage over the NATO defenders.
SACUER evacuated with his staff down the mile long tunnel that took them through to the next valley, after destroying all the equipment that could not be removed. An infantryman by trade, General Allain insisted that none of his staff get too comfortable being in one place, relocating was a well-practised drill. Despite all that, they had a problem starting the tractor unit for the miniature railway which delayed them by ten minutes, but the blast doors closed behind them as the entourage made good its escape at 20mph down the slight gradient. At the far end the computer base units and other essentials were loaded into elderly but well maintained M113 armoured personnel carriers. The entrance to the escape tunnel was a dummy pumping station, beyond that lay a gravel track that ran along one side of the steeply forested valley. A blast door yawned open on hydraulic rams to reveal the interior of the grey concrete shell that concealed the tunnel existence.
Canadian military policemen swung open the heavy doors of the �pumping station�, snow had fallen to a couple of inches deep on the ground and had coated the trees and bushes but the winter wonderland effect was marred by the smell of gun smoke and explosives. A figure clad all in white, stepping out of the tree line had the men taking cover. The lone figure had its arms outstretched and an MP-5, with a long sound suppresser at the business end, held reversed in its left hand.
The challenge was made by the Captain commanding the close protection team, and satisfied with the strangers answer he called him forward into the building.
Removing his helmet and white thermal head-over peered at the persons present until he saw the man he was looking for and recognition showed in his face.
General Allain nodded his assent to a staff officer on the question of the egress route they would take and ordered the security company to begin a withdrawal, and took from him the report from Geilenkirchen AFB. Turning on his heel he strode over to the newcomer.
�Major Thompson, how did it go?� he enquired in English.
The squadron commander of G Squadron, 22 SAS took the hand proffered by SACUER and answered in perfect French. �Pretty good sir, they would have put up a stiff fight if we�d let them, but we had them zeroed in right from the off. They were dressed and equipped as Belgian paras, and I don�t think they were planning on taking any prisoners sir as they also had flame throwers, which are not surgical instruments in anyone�s book.�
�Any casualties, any prisoners?�
�Two of my Toms are walking wounded�  we didn�t really give the opposition the chance as it wasn�t exactly a �prisoner friendly� kind of ambush sir.� Major Thompson�s Squadron had spent the last nine days lying in wait for the Spetznaz team, dug into the side of the valley and its approaches. NATO had been fully aware that the enemy had acquired the plans for this bunker, from a KGB traitor they had on the books years before. It had been a reasonable assumption that a ploy of some kind would be used to get the supreme commander away from the safety of the bunker where Special Forces could capture or kill him, and so the SAS had lain in wait in anticipation.
�I have another job for you major� Geilenkirchen AFB was overrun this morning and the facilities extensively damaged. The biggest loss was not the maintenance facilities and airframes, but the aircrews, operators and ground crews. A number escaped, but the enemy forces executed all but two of those who were captured. Those two survivors, a male and a female technician were both raped and had the thumbs of both hands cut off.�
Major Thompson frowned.
�Excuse me� did you say both were raped?�
�That is correct. I am of course not advertising what took place, but no doubt word will spread nonetheless. All of the enemy force had withdrawn before a counter attack could be mounted, but I want you to attach one troop to tracking these animals down. I want to send a message back to Moscow, that if they are going to employ Balkan style terror tactics in complete contravention to the established rules of war, then they are seeding the wind!� He handed across a hand written operation order, which the British officer read before tucking it away inside his smock.
�If you will excuse me now sir, we have to make tracks to our pick up point.� They shook hands once more and the major disappeared back into the trees. SACUER climbed inside a M113 command post vehicle and the convoy moved off, with the sounds of battle drawing nearer.
Near Kinloss, Scotland: 0803hrs, same day.
Pc Pell was dozing in a chair in the kitchen at the back of the house when the motion sensor alarm sounded; he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked at the monitors. The milkman had woken him half an hour before as he delivered the daily pintas, but this time he was expecting to see Stokesy, Constantine, and Scott coming down the footpath. They had been at the RAF station all yesterday and all through the night, waiting for word that the Nighthawk had arrived safely in Russia. However, the monitors showed a tanned man in his 30�s struggling with suitcases and carry-on bags, bringing up the rear behind an equally tanned woman of the same age, who was also straining to carry a pair of suitcases, trudging through the snow that accentuated their bronzed complexions. He checked the other monitors and found nothing untoward, so he clipped his MP-5 to its harness, adjusting it so that it hung below his right elbow by its butt clip, and slipped on a jacket. Cocking his Glock he approached the front door, where a key was now being tried in the lock without success.
On taking over the premises, all the original locks had been replaced, and a Kevlar panel bolted to the inside of the door. Beside the door was a tiny monitor, which was receiving live feed from a palm-sized camera tucked into the ivy beside the door.
Pell could see the couple looked tired, unhappy and their clothes were creased. The woman put down her cases, nagging the man at the same time to get the door open; his look of pained exasperation brought a grin to the police officers face.
Holding the Glock in his right hand, Pell undid the locks and pulled the door open a foot, keeping the pistol out of sight. The tanned man looked up with shock on his face, from his position knelt on the doorstep where he had been attempting to look through the letterbox. The woman started also, stepping backwards with a startled �Oh!� and knocking over one of the milk bottles that toppled off the doorstep and broke with a smash.
�Yes?� Pell asked the man. �Can I help you?�
�Oh, do excuse us,� the tanned man replied, struggling to stand. �I didn�t know the place was being let right now� we are the McCardle�s, we own this house� and we have had the most horrendous time getting home from Saudi, what with the war and all.�
Pell frowned.
�I�m afraid the house has been leased by the MOD, to billet aircrews and the like� is there anywhere else you could stay?�
�I really don�t know� darling?� turning to his wife.
For just a moment the man's body masked the woman�s, and then he stepped swiftly to his right. Pell saw the woman was crouched in a gunfighter�s stance, both hands grasping a pistol that was aimed right at his face. The police officer had started to move, had started to shove closed the door when she fired.
North of Magdeburg, Germany: 0823hrs, 11th April.
NATO artillery and mortars were creating a barrier midway across the river that the Hungarians had to cross. The gunners knew that the chances of scoring a direct hit were not that high, but that the stovepipe shaped air intakes that the enemy vehicles attached when fording rivers were un-armoured. Air bursting shells holed the air intakes, and the waters made stormy by exploding ordnance swamped the engine decks. Water found its way into places where it was not wanted, and if enough of it got in then engines choked, spluttered and stalled. A half dozen from the first companies were already drifting down river, at the mercy of the current. A mechanic could have the machines in running order after just a short time, but right now they were useless, and not a danger to the defenders.
Driving snow reduced unaided visibility for both sides, but the battalions principal tank killers, the Hussars Challengers and Chieftains thermal sights had no trouble see through the storm or the smoke being dropped by artillery or by the armours own smoke generators.
The first two companies reached the �island� and began climbing ashore
�Target tank� range, three one five zero� eleven o�clock� PT-76, get it while it�s still climbing the bank.�
Venables gunner had his eyes pressed against the padded sight and rotated the turret to the left, seeking out the target that had been indicated, and shouting. �On!� as he laid the gun on to the AFV climbing out of the river. �Firing!� The big Charm gun recoiled as it sent a tungsten steel sabot round across the canal, over the length of the island and into the lightly armoured belly of the tank. The effect was immediate, as hatches blew off and the vehicles forward motion came to a halt. �Reload, HE� lets save the Sabot�s for heavier armour� Target BTR, just left of the tank, range same!�
The loader slid the round into position and placed a bag charge behind it, closing the breach he stepped clear and slid the safety gate across firmly, ensuring it clicked home, if it had not been then the in-built safety device would have physically prevented the weapon from firing.
�HE Loaded!�
�Firing� good �it!..Load HE!�
Major Venables left the gunner and loader to fight the tank whilst he himself monitored his Squadrons efforts. Aside from the Chieftain destroyed by the Spetznaz assault, a Challenger had been destroyed during the shelling, and another had a drive wheel and track blown off by a near miss, it could still fight but was immobilised and would require REME to remove it later for repair. His remaining tanks were firing and reloading, the turrets moving as the guns picked up the next target to appear in their assigned sector, and then they fired again.
After fifteen minutes of continuous firing the, the riverbank was littered with the burning hulks of tanks and APCs; those crewmen and infantry that had bailed out of the knocked out vehicles were being picked off by the snipers, unless they found cover quickly and stayed there.
Colonel Lu�ar ordered his remaining companies to remain below the riverbank, out of sight of the NATO defenders. His first two companies had been picked off piecemeal, but if the remainder crossed the bank en-masse, they would deny the defenders the easy pickings of before. Calling up his artillery rep he requested suppressing fire on the ground beyond the canal, the destruction of the canal sides would have to wait.
A Royal Artillery Phoenix, twelve miles to the enemies rear was watching another battalion of armour move up. Its operator�s attention was drawn to the lead tank, obviously the commanders� vehicles owing to the mass of antennae it sported. He had noted it five minutes before, but the tank had now broken away from the column to approach a small wood. As he watched, the tank pulled up beside the edge of the trees and a man approached from under the sheltering boughs. Impressive shoulder boards declared the rank of the approaching man as being a senior staff officer, the operator called over his supervisor who watched for a moment and then picked up a field telephone.
Only two MLRS launchers remained under brigade control, the remainder had been diverted south to assist in holding the line, the brigade commander agreed with his intelligence rep that they were in a position to remove the Hungarians of two critical factors necessary for a successful assault.
The reply Colonel Lu�ar received for his request was mixed good news and bad, he was berated for dallying instead of pressing home the assault but promised his artillery fire-mission once it finished firing its present tasks, provided they press on immediately. He gave the order to advance and six companies worth of engines changed from idling to a roar as they clawed their way out of the river.
Confronted with an almost solid wall of armour emerging into view, Lt Col Reed ordered his anti-tank platoon to engage along with the Hussars MBTs, and Milan wire guided missiles sped towards the attackers along with tank rounds.
Colonel Lu�ar�s PT-76 was one of the last to leave the waters of the Elbe, climbing the bank to the left, and slightly behind a BTR-80. As the neighbouring APC reached the apex of the bank, gravity took over and the front end of the vehicle dropped level, it started to move forward and then stopped dead, as if it had run into a brick wall. The rear doors to the troop compartment flew opened and men tumbled out, one man�s protective outer clothing was burning and he threw himself down into the snow, rolling frantically to put out the flames, unseating his respirator as he did so. His desperate efforts to put out the flames ceased and the soldiers body began to jerk and spasm like an epileptic in the throes of a fit before becoming very still.
Lu�ar�s own tank completed the risky manoeuvre, and the Colonel braced himself as the amphibious tank came down with a thump onto its forward drive sprockets. A Chieftains gunner had fired a moment too late, and the round that was meant for the command tanks soft underbelly met the angled armour of the forward glacis plate instead. Lu�ar thought a giant had struck the tank with a sledgehammer, he ducked instinctively and his driver yelled out in fright.
�Shut up!� he shouted at the man. �Get us forward man� drive, drive!�
With a jerk the tank started forward, weaving around to the left to avoid the APC and its ready racks of cannon ammunition, which was now beginning to burn.
To the east of the Elbe, the Hungarian combat engineers and bridging units allowed their ZSU-23-4 air defence vehicles and a company of APCs to begin the advance to the river, and then moved off themselves. Although the sounds of battle could not yet reach them, the rising columns of smoke and the bright flashes of NATO tank cannon�s more than indicated to them that the fight for the western bank was far from won yet.
In the armoured cabs of two vehicles in the rear areas of NATOs lines, Royal Artillery gunners fed in information onto the consoles before them and the launchers rose to the specified elevations, turning as they did so to the required bearings. Smoke from the rocket exhausts filled the small woods the vehicles sat in like a thick fog, rolling out beyond the extremities and settling like a blanket in the cold air. The rockets reached their apogee and descended above the countryside to the east of the river Elbe, discharging the submunitions they carried as they went.
Over the wood the MLRS rockets submunitions were small bomblets, but the rockets targeted on an area closer to the river, released submunitions known as Skeet, small discs that spun about like Frisbees as they flew diagonally across the targeted area, slowly losing height. Whenever a Skeet over-flew a vehicle, small sensors detected the metal surface and the submunition exploded, sending a plug of white hot copper, created by the explosion, downwards into the object.
As with most ideas that look good on paper the Skeets had there drawbacks, some vehicles were missed completely, whereas others were targeted by several Skeet even after the vehicle had been destroyed, wasting their effort because they could not distinguish between the living and the dead. The plugs of molten metal entered armour, and blisters formed the other side, bursting into the interior. Where they met un-armoured metal they burnt through several layers, or in the case of the cab roofs of tractor units, they burnt through the occupants as well. Vehicles carrying 25m sections of prefabricated bridge, enough for three entire ribbon bridges were left burning on the autobahn hard shoulder, whilst in the fields either side, the engineers and infantry BTR-80s and ZSU-23-4s streamed smoke and flame whilst blowing themselves apart as on-board ammunition cooked off.
The loss of highly skilled personnel was almost as serious as the loss of the transport and equipment, but the commander of the engineer company did not give up, he still had some bridging sections and enough engineers left to supervise their assembly into one operational bridge.
75�% of the infantrymen escorting them had died in their vehicles when the Skeet had struck, so he could not call on them for muscle. He called up his own commander at Division, but they were inexplicably off the air, so he tried the nearest infantry unit and they sent over fifty men to act as unskilled labour.
Back on the island, Lu�ar�s promised artillery support had failed to materialise and his calls to divisional headquarters were met with hash, the sound of white noise. His tanks and APCs were being whittled down by the tanks and anti-tank missiles, this created more cover for the remainder as they took up positions in the lee of burning wrecks. Infantry anti-tank teams dismounted from their vehicles and began engaging the NATO armour with Sagger wire guided missiles, but this only gave the American paratroops and Coldstream Guardsmen something worthwhile to shoot at. The combined small arms and 81mm mortars annihilated the Sagger crews or drove them to find cover in which they sensibly stayed. The TP-76 tanks did not have self-stabilising guns, they had to stop in order to fire accurately and suitable cover for them to do this from behind was in short supply. The Milan crews had merely to leave their trenches and change position in order to engage those Hungarian tanks that were in those rare spots.
With his battalions slowly being killed and being unable to hit back effectively, all Lu�ar could was to skin his knuckles as he punched the side of the turret in frustration.
The engineers were again on the move, braving the artillery fire but the lead vehicles reached the riverbank without further loss. The commander jumped from his BTR shouting and cajoling his remaining engineers and organising the pressed infantrymen into working parties. A pair of his specialised BTRs reached the �island�, unreeling heavy cable as they went, and explosive driven piles were fired into the earth of the sloping banks on both sides, as anchors for the cables that they managed to secure to them before both vehicles were knocked out. The next stage was to get the first boat-like floating pontoons into the river and attached between the cables, once that was achieved then the first section of bridge could be laid between pontoons. Further sections would be attached behind it, and gradually the first section would be fed across the river, 25 metres at a time until it reached the far bank. The engineer was running from group to group, ensuring all was well when the first pontoon was being wrestled into place. Men were straining against ropes as they fought to keep the pontoon from being swept away by the current, until the cables could be slipped into runners on either end of the pontoon. His equipment had been designed and built in the 1940�s, and under the many layers of paint it bore the markings of the US Army Corps of Engineers, its original owners before being sold off as war surplus. Later versions had powered pontoons that not only motored the pontoon into position, but the propellers were directional so as to assist with the creeping progress of the bridge, as it slowly spanned the designated waterway. This bridging unit had none of the modern niceties, and as he was shouting orders to one of the groups he saw the anchor-man of one of his pontoon party�s slip on the snow covered ground and let go of the end of the rope. With one of their number absent, the rest of the men on the rope began to lose the battle against the current and the pontoon left its stationary position and began pulling the men towards the river�s edge. The engineer knew that once the leading man reached the edge he would let go of the rope and a chain reaction would occur, leading to the inevitable loss of the precious pontoon.
With a shout, muffled by his own respirator, he launched himself across the intervening space and fell onto the loose end of rope in the full knowledge that a single tear in his chemical warfare suit would mean an agonising death. More men came to his assistance and the pontoon�s bid to escape was ended, he climbed to his feet drenched in sweat beneath the rubberised material of his protective garments.
When the pontoon was secured and the retaining clamps bolted into place, he personally guided back the first tractor unit carrying bridge sections. His surviving combat engineers had briefed the infantry on how to manhandle the sections off the flatbed, across to the river, and how to lift the leading edge onto the first pontoon. With some pushing and a lot of arm waving the pressed men climbed into position on the flatbed and slid their lifting bars into position under the topmost section. The engineers waited until they were all set and then signalled them all to lift together, fifty men bent their knees and heaved and grunted, muscles straining and backs cracking with the effort, but the section did not move. After a moment or two they tried again in unison but with the same result.
The engineer officer was cursing their collective manhood�s as he clambered up to see what the problem was, pushing one man aside and taking his place. For a third time they took the strain and tried to lift the section, tendons standing out and faces reddening as they heaved but again they failed to make any impression. Withdrawing the lifting bar he had used, the officer stepped up onto the bridging section, utterly at a loss as to why they could not accomplish this simple task, and then his eyes fell upon something on its metal surface, a burned and blistered area of metal decking. He tapped it curiously with the lifting bar, and then noticed many other such blemishes. A sick feeling started to grow in his gut and he rushed to the edge and clambered down the side, peering between the sections before jumping to the ground and running to the next vehicle. After checking the third and final vehicle, the only ones to have escaped destruction in the earlier Skeet attack; he again jumped to the ground and walked slowly to the riverbank. The clamorous thunder of battle was clearly audible from across the river, and he stood on the bank gazing across for a minute before looking at the lifting bar he still held. His combat engineers and the infantry had stopped what they were doing to watch him, and then looked at each other as the officer roared in frustration and flung the tool as far across the water as he could.
The Skeet�s had miraculously missed destroying the tractor units of these transports loaded with bridging sections, but the long, wide expanses of metal that they carried had attracted the attentions of dozens of the devices, and the bridging sections were all firmly and inextricably welded to one another by the strikes.
Colonel Lu�ar received the information with a heavy heart; it had all been for nothing, all the fear, adrenaline, men and vehicles that had been lost were simply wasted. Calling up his surviving units he organised a hasty withdrawal under contact, and the fighting vehicles collected what survivors of knocked out vehicles that they could, and began the business of fire and manoeuvre as they backed away from the Mitterland Kanal.
RAF Kinloss, Scotland: 1118hrs, same day.
Snowploughs were busy keeping the runaways clear of the still heavily falling snow when Scott and Constantine emerged from the stations subterranean operations centre. It had been a very long night for them both, as they followed the progress of the Nighthawks insertion into Russia. The signal that they were down and in the safe hands of the US Special Forces, had come hours before, but Constantine and Scott had stayed until word was received that they were in the safe house, nearer to Moscow, and all was well.
They trudged through the snow; hands thrust deep into pockets, with collars turned up against the snow and the chill wind blowing in off the Moray Firth.
�This is scary, Scott. It is like it is mid-winter in Siberia!� Their breath fogged the air as they hurried on across the snow to their office, obediently following the network of footpaths, even though it would take them twice as long.
�I was talking to the met officer here on the c& he thinks this is just a freak event, owing to the bombs in the ocean interfering with the weather patterns.� Scott paused to gaze about him, looking for the station Warrant Officer, the individual who was responsible for all things discipline related, and who regarded the straying off the footpaths in order to take short cuts across �his� grass, as being second only to ethnic cleansing in the scale of serious crimes. The coast seemed to be clear so they cut across the snow covered grassy areas, making a beeline to the office. Scott continued with what the meteorological officer had been telling him. �Apparently� I suppose quite obviously really, the earth is getting closer to the sun by the hour, so it�s going to warm up anyway and all this snow will be gone� imagine though, what would it be like if this were October and not April!�
Constantine thought about it for a moment.
�Yes, but will the weather patterns have settled down by the time the next October does get here?�
But Scott�s thinking had drifted to his kids back home in Virginia, back in January there had been heavy snow and they had loved it, as had he and Jean. Watching them play had taken him back to his own childhood, there was a reason why snowball fights and Tobogganing were amongst the clearest and most treasured of childhood memories, the snow lent a magical quality to them.
Through the snow they saw the headlights of the rented Range Rover on the road outside their building, smoke from the exhaust evidenced the coldness of the engine, and Pc Stokes was industriously scraping away at the ice on the windscreen with the edge of an expired credit card. He looked up as they approached.
�Everything okay boss, is Miss Vorsoff alright?�
Neither of the close protection officers were in the know as to the operation that was being run, and neither of the officers had any wish to know the details of their charges mission.
�Yes Nigel, everything is fine, thanks. Is the heater on?�
�For the last quarter of an hour, since you phoned from ops sir.�
Constantine and Scott kicked off the snow that had clung to their shoes before climbing inside, Scott turned the blower up, for a moment and tested the air coming from the vents, but it was still cold so he turned it off and shivered.
�Tiredness thins the blood; I could sleep for a week.� He turned to look at Constantine in the back. �You look like you could do with a solid twelve yourself.�
The major looked haggard, but could not relax right now because his thoughts were not with the here and now, but far off across the Continent in Russia.
Driving out of the camp the police officer turned left and followed the B9089 east until they passed through the small wood that marked the RAF stations eastern boundary, and then turned right onto a minor road. The driver and passenger of a van with a Newcastle builders logo on the side watched them disappear, and the passenger made a call on his mobile before they then headed for Kinloss town, keeping to the roads that had been gritted by the council lorries.
Stokes always varied their routes, never going the same way twice in a row. This wintry morning he took them along a series of minor roads, which meant having to engage four wheel drive because the gritter�s would never spread salt on these narrow roads.
Eventually they drove across a tiny old bridge over the rail line to Inverness and cut through the edge of Alves Wood, pulling up outside the house which lay a quarter of a mile beyond the trees.
The snow had been falling for a few hours and there was nothing to suggest anyone had approached the house since they had left it the day before, all that marred the pristine white blanket was a single set of footprints that came from the front door, up the path and turned right, heading away down the lane. Stokes recognised the shape and tread of his colleague�s trainers, which had yet to be covered over with fresh snow.
�Bloody hell� you�d think he�d have given the run a miss today.� Although both of the police firearm's officers worked hard at keeping up their levels of fitness, Pell was the keener of the two men.
�He�s probably gone to fetch the newspapers.� Scott commented, too tired to get over excited about the antics of a fitness fanatic. If the man wanted to run all the way into the town of Kinloss and back in the snow, then that was his business. Crunching through the crisp snow to the door Stokes put his key in the lock and swore when it wouldn�t turn. He tried jiggling it and then removed the key and putting his mouth in front of the lock he blew, thinking that moisture could have frozen the lock immobile in the sub-zero temperature. When the attempt failed he turned to Scott and Constantine and shrugged.
�Sorry, I�ll hop over the wall and try the kitchen door� gimme a boost up please.�
Constantine linked his fingers and crouched for Stokes to put an icy foot into the stirrup they formed, and then heaved up, boosting the policeman up so he could catch the top of the ten-foot high garden wall. Stokes pulled himself up nimbly and dropped out of sight, leaving the Russian major shake the snow off his hands and blow on them to restore some warmth.
Scott stamped his feet to keep the circulation going, his mind again on what his kids would be doing in all this snow if it were snowing in Virginia too. A slight movement from the door caught his eye, it opened a few inches and then he saw a flash of light.
Constantine heard a grunt followed by a muffled thud from behind him, and turned with a grin, thinking that Scott had slipped and fallen, but the CIA man was lying flat on his back on the footpath and the snow under his head was turning dark.
Constantine rushed over to his friend, and then froze when he saw a small hole just left of centre of Scott�s forehead, a trickle of blood running from it down the side of the Americans face to join the steadily growing stain in the snow.
�Be so good as to remain completely still Major!� a woman�s voice ordered him from the doorway, and Constantine could do nothing except comply.
Stepping through the kitchen door from the garden, the tanned man took out a mobile phone and summoned their back-up crew as he went to join his partner at the front. He was enjoying a feeling of quiet satisfaction in their having managed to trace the traitors from such a small lead as the telephone number of a public call box, miles away in Edinburgh. Hotels, guesthouses and rental addresses such as this one had been visited throughout Scotland, the Borders and Scottish Isles. The girl was missing, but the major would tell exactly where she could be found, as pliers applied to the testicles were a proven method of loosening tongues.
Constantine was hoping desperately that Stokes was still alive, and would be coming through the house at any moment, but the only sound he heard was that of the woman stepping out of the house, her right foot making the snow on the top step crunch, and then with her left foot she stepped down onto the footpath, onto the spot where the milk bottle had broken. Constantine heard her grunt as her foot skidded on the patch of ice created by the milk from the broken bottle. As she fell she put out a hand to save herself, and Constantine turned as she screamed, having put her free hand on broken glass from the bottle.
The instructors who had taken himself and Svetlana through the tedious hours of unarmed combat had stressed that the aim was to inflict the maximum damage to your opponent, because if it got to the point where you had no weapons left to fight with, it was all or nothing. The woman�s eyes were screwed up in pain as he took a pace forward but then they opened, and the handgun with its sound suppresser, which had wavered off target, was now starting to move back toward him. Constantine kicked out, but not at the hand holding the pistol. The human body has points of varying vulnerability the instructors had stressed, eyes can be gauged out, ears can be pulled off and groins can be punched or kicked, but the throat is the most vulnerable of all. His right foot came forward, and he drove the toe of his shoe into the exposed throat with all the force of a striker taking a penalty, crushing her trachea.
The tanned man appeared in the hallway; Constantine straightened up, having taken possession of the woman�s handgun. The tanned man�s weapon was in his right hand, pointing down at the floor, but he whipped it up and was turning his body sideways on to present a smaller target to the major who snapped off a shot one handed, hoping for the man�s chest but having a sound suppressor on the muzzle was new to him, it altered the balance and he snatched the shot. There was little more noise than that of the working parts cycling back and forth in the weapon but it bucked in his hand, muzzle heavy and hitting the tanned man�s right knee, causing the leg to collapse. As the man fell to his knees Constantine fired again, this time two handed and aiming as taught, double tapping and both rounds struck the wounded man in the upper body. His targets arms dropped to the sides, and then the gun fell from the hand that had held it. The head lolled forward as though he were a puppet without strings and the body fell face first onto the mat inside the doorway. Constantine kept his weapon pointing at the fallen man, but looked down at the woman, distracted by the gurgling sound she emitted as she rolled over onto her side, her blue face burying itself in the snow and then became deathly still, the body relaxing completely. He aimed at the body inside the door as he stepped indoors. He didn�t know how to feel for a pulse at the side of the neck like they did in the movies, so he did the other thing actors did, and he nudged it with his foot. Satisfied that he was as dead as the woman he knelt and retrieved the man�s fallen pistol. Constantine�s gaze then fell upon the form of Pc Pell, lying like a broken doll at the foot of the stairs with the back of his head missing and his training shoes gone. Sorrow and anger welled up inside him. He had liked both Scott and the policeman but now both were dead, gunned down by these people. The tanned man�s hand moved, the movement catching the majors eye and Constantine shot him three times in quick succession, bulky sound suppressor doing its job, the ejected spent cases ringing like chimes as they struck the old and burnished brass artillery shell casing that acted as umbrella stand before clattering onto the polished oak floorboards and rolling away.
Constantine rolled the body over, taking a hand and using a lifeless arm as a lever and avoiding the expanding pool of blood. Inside the man�s jacket were photographs, a copy of Constantine�s embassy ID picture, along with a photo of a bare breasted Svetlana wearing a G-String and a grin, stood on a windsurfing trainer board on a beach, her instructor smiling smugly at the camera with his arms about her hips.
His fingers left dark smudges on both and he straightened up, examining his fingers before wiping them on the side of his coat to remove the fake tan make-up that smeared them. It then occurred to him that he did not know if these two were alone.
Pell�s MP-5 was visible, still attached to its harness and discarding the pistols he knelt quickly, unclipped the MP-5 and checked the pockets for spare magazines. He found two and stuck them into his own coat pocket before checking the load on the MP-5, and then moving as he had been taught, butt in the shoulder and weapon in the aim as he made his way to the back of the house.
Police Constable Stokes was lying crumpled and motionless in snow stained red at the corner of the house; Constantine rolled him over and sighed sorrowfully at the eyes, which stared unseeing at the snowflakes that floated down to land on the dead face. The tanned man had been waiting for Stokes to appear around the corner of the house, killing him with a single bullet in the side of the head as he�d stepped into view. Constantine went through his clothing, ignoring the Glock but pocketing the mobile telephone he discovered there. The house phone had been disconnected when the house had been taken over, and both his and Svetlana�s mobiles had been taken by the CIA debriefer�s as a precaution.
The sound of a vehicle negotiating the slippery, un-gritted road reached the major, and then the engine note altered; it was stopping outside the house. The voices of several men and the noise of cocking weapons indicated that it was hardly likely to be a passing motorist, or the local constabulary.
Constantine ran back into the house, pausing in the living room to peer out through the hall door. The front door was still wide open, and in the lane he saw a battered van, but hurrying towards the gate were four very serious looking men carrying AKM-74 assault rifles. Constantine did not know any of them, but he was certain the cavalry wouldn�t be arriving in a builders van and totting soviet weaponry. As the first of the newcomers caught sight of the woman�s body he froze in alarm and opened his mouth to shout.
Constantine went up the hallway squeezing off aimed shots from the MP-5; he moved quickly in the crouching, knees-together walk that kept the upper body steady enough to permit more accurate fire than running would have.
His first round hit the left side of his targets chest and the leading newcomer dropped with a grunting cry, whilst the other three dived out of sight, rolling for cover. Constantine reached the doorway and fired through the hedge at where he though the others were taking cover before kicking the door closed and stepping aside as he did so. Return fire hammered through the door's woodwork, and straight through the Kevlar panel which could not stop high velocity, steel cored rounds. The gunmen�s leader screamed at the firer to cease fire, because Bedonavich was no use to them dead, and the firing ended abruptly.
Constantine knew he could not defend the house against these men, he had to get clear and call for help, so turning he sprinted through the house, across the garden and through the rear gate into the snow covered field beyond.
At the front of the house, one of the fallen man�s comrades checked him over rapidly; rolling him onto his left side, the injured side, keeping the un-punctured lung upper most, the wounded man was then left to fend for himself. One man covered the front whilst the other two took a side each, leopard crawling along so as to use the cover of the privet hedge that ran around the front garden. Once they reached the cover of the side wall they got up and ran to the far corner at each end of the garden.
Constantine did not look back as he made for the cover of Alves wood, he just put his head down and ran as fast as he could, determined to get as much distance between himself and the house before the men realised he had gone, or shouted a challenge if they did see him. Pulling his mobile from his pocket he keyed in 999 as he ran, and then held it to his ear but heard no dialling tone, just a single beep as it announced that the battery was flat, and switched itself off. He would have cursed aloud but instead he berated himself silently for not checking it when he�d taken it from the policeman�s pocket.
The edge of the wood was looming close when he heard the cracks of high velocity rounds passing, snow was being kicked up where the rounds landed twelve feet to his right, and bark flew off the trunks of trees well above head height.
Constantine dodged to the left, slipped and fell painfully, his full weight landing on his thigh, with gritted teeth he rolled into a slight depression in the ground, moving awkwardly with his injured limb. His leg throbbed painfully as he raised his head to look back toward the house, the firing had stopped as soon as he had gone down, and then it occurred to him that the shots had been aimed wide, they apparently still wanted him alive.
Two men were coming after him across the field, well-spaced so as to flank him if he went to ground, and the van appeared in the lane, skidding and sliding on the icy surface as it headed along the lane towards the far edge of the wood. Constantine knew far too much to allow himself to be taken, and he glanced towards the wood, seeking the best escape route available. Forty feet away lay the woods, between himself and the trees was strung a four-foot high barbed wire fence and a ditch that ran just beyond that. Turning back toward the two approaching men he took careful aim at the man on the left, the closest at about 200 yards. The MP-5A3 that he carried, is a short barrelled weapon meant for close quarters work, and the round he squeezed off did nothing more than to make both men drop to the frozen surface of the field. During the weapon handling sessions the two policemen had been very critical of the ammunition that the police service were given, the BAE produced, 75 grain rounds wouldn�t penetrate clothing at 100m, let alone stop the target from firing back with something more potent. However the aim on this occasion was to buy time, even if trimming the odds would have been a bonus.
Pushing himself up the moment the pair dropped from sight, he broke into a hobbling run, and there was an immediate shout from behind him followed by a resumption of the firing. Constantine ignored the rounds that cracked past as he forced all thought of pain from his mind, willing his leg to work normally as he approached the barbed wire fence like a steeple chaser, legs pounding; he had Pell�s MP-5 held high in his right hand and leapt.
The two men pursuing him saw the top strand catch their quarry below the knee and the sharp barbs snagged the bottom of the coat he wore. Constantine was tumbled head over heels to hang head down, suspended above the ditch by the coat that was caught in the wire, and the MP-5 fell from his grasp into the icy water of the ditch. He kicked and struggled to free himself, but the coat was firmly entangled on the wire, leaving him no option but to rip open the front of the coat, the buttons springing free as the thread that held them parted. He fell the rest of the way into the stream with a splash, and came up gasping with the shock of the cold water. The water made him aware of a deep gash along his calf, gouged by the barbs, but he had no time to dwell on it. Plunging his hands back into the water he rooted around furiously until his fingers found the carbine, and then he scrambled from the ditch, his heart pounding. He wondered when they would be close enough to feel confident in shooting at his legs, avoiding the danger of causing an immediately fatal wound. The answer came moments later when something tugged at the fabric of his wet trousers, and he dived to the side and rolled, turning to face the way he had come. The nearest man was kneeling; the AKM in the aim, waiting for a safe shot at an exposed limb, his partner was a hundred meters to Constantine�s right, still going for the flanking move.
Constantine aimed and fired at the kneeling man, seeing the round strike wide of the target. In reply the AKM-74 fired, but missing quite deliberately, although not by very much, the shooter seeking to pin Constantine in place, but the firer was still kneeling when he should have dropped prone, and Constantine adjusted his aim. He saw the 9mm round strike, and followed through with another shot, which also scored and the man fell on his side.
As he grinned with savage satisfaction he heard the creaking on the barbed wire and fence posts, the second man had reached the fence and was climbing over somewhere to his right, masked by the undergrowth. Constantine got to his feet, the first man was still down, doubled over and gasping with pain. He ran into the wood; he knew that there was a track at the far end and just behind that was a cutting that the Inverness line ran through. He recalled from their exercises with the paintball guns that there was a second bridge, this one for cattle to move between a local farm and the fields. There was a padlock and chain on the gates at either end of the bridge, so if he could reach it then the van driver would have to turn around on the narrow track to go around if he intended cutting him off, if he hadn�t already achieved that feat. Branches whipped at his face as he ran, fallen branches and thick brambles tried to trip him but he pressed on. After four or five minutes of hard running his breath was coming painfully, then he saw the track through the trees and despite the fire in his chest he put on a burst of speed. Skidding to a halt at the edge of the wood he listened, his own breathing was loud and fogging the cold air but he could hear or see nothing of the van, but the bridge was in sight, a hundred or so paces to the left.
Noises inside the wood alerted him to the steady approached of the second gunman, and he broke cover, running for the bridge, his footfalls muffled but his feet hampered by the virgin snow covering the track. In the distance he heard the sound of the Inverness express trains� two-tone air horn, and the noise spurred him on. Behind him the gunman crashed through the bushes onto the track, caught sight of the running figure making for the bridge and set off in pursuit. Constantine reached the gate barring the way to stray cattle and unauthorised cars and climbed over, dropping to the other side. The bridge arched over the railway cutting, and Constantine�s legs protested as he ran up the slope, casting a glance over his shoulder at his pursuer; damn he was so close! Constantine stopped, raised the MP-5 and aimed just ahead of the running gunman, squeezing the trigger when he was certain he was aiming off the correct amount. The �dead-man�s-click� is so called for those careless souls who forget to count their rounds, it is the sound that is heard when there is an empty chamber at the moment when you really could have done with another live round sitting in there, it is often the last sound the luckless mathematician hears. He froze for a split second and then cocked the weapon again, aimed and squeezed but received the same metallic click. His spare magazines were in the pockets of the coat hanging from the fence at the other side of the wood, so he turned and ran. His pursuer had clearly heard both clicks and knew what it meant, either a stoppage of some kind or an empty magazine, he ran even faster, denying Constantine the opportunity to stop and reload, should he have other magazines about his person.
On reaching the top of the slope, midway across the bridge, Constantine slid to a halt, feeling despair fill him, for at the far end sat the builders van, and its driver was lying to the side of the track, aiming straight at him.
�Drop the weapon Major� it�s no use to you now except as a club.� The man behind him was hardly breathing heavily at all as he called to Bedonavich.
�It was a good try, but it is over now� time is short Major, and we have much to speak of� and I do assure you that you will speak. So put your hands behind your head and stay perfectly still until I get to you!�
Constantine was panting with the exertion, and looking around desperately for some assistance, or a solution. The van driver was still covering him as the second man climbed over the gate, there was no one else around to help him, nothing he could use� and then a light shining from along the track caught his eye, and he had his solution after all. Leaping for the side of the bridge, he was pulling himself up onto the top of the bridge parapet when the van driver fired, hitting his lower right leg, shattering the bone and throwing him off balance, but it didn�t matter anymore thought Constantine to himself as he rolled his body towards the edge. The second man was shouting desperately as he rushed forward, with arms outstretched, his fingertips making contact with the wet fabric of Bedonavich�s jacket, and then the major was gone, rolling off into space to fall into the path of the Inverness express.
Indian Ocean, 25miles south Java Trench: Same time.
Two hundred and sixty-four miles due east of Christmas Island, the Royal Australian Navy, Collins class attack submarine Hooper was surfaced and hove to. Australia bought the licence to build the very capable, Swedish designed diesel boat but then the politicians did what they are best at, risking their own young men�s lives from the safety of comfortable offices. They built cheap, aiming unerringly for second best and accepting third. The boats propeller was noisy, as was her engine plant, and her systems were all out of date. The first boat, SSG 73, HMAS Collins, was completed in 1996 but outfitted with early 1980�s technology, including her vital sonars. It was political embarrassment rather than bruised national pride that funded the drive to put things right, in international war games it was said the Collins boats could be heard even before they�d cleared port. The government made much of its decision to spend a billion Australian dollars in a program to put things right, but kept silent over the fact that it would be spread over ten years.
As well as being noisy, the diesel plants were unreliable, as were the generators that were meant to charge the batteries on which the boat was totally reliant upon whilst dived below snorkel depth.
HMAS Hooper was sat on the surface because seals had failed in her snorkel, and air wasn�t getting to her diesels in sufficient quantity. Her generator in turn, was not producing enough current to charge the batteries, so here they were, just the other side of the Java Trench from a hot war zone with the engineering officer putting the damn thing back together after replacing the perished seals.
All non-essential machinery was shut down during the repair process and a silent regime enforced while the submarine sat on the surface. The sonar operators used their outdated equipment with skill, listening on passive systems for any hint of a threat, and the lookouts scanned the horizon with night viewing aids.
All credit to the men who crewed her; they persevered with the tool provided to them by penny-pinching bureaucrats, in the defence of their country.
Only marine life was out there, and no radars were detected by the time she was ready to get underway once more, two hours before dawn.
�Are you sure that bluddy dunny is going to hold together Tommo?�
The engineer eased his aching back and looked up at the snorkel.
�It�s not a bad design skipper, but the seals were made for arctic waters not the tropics, so they give out quicker.� He replied as he climbed down from his hazardous perch, back to the safety of the bridge. The powers that be knew of the problems with the seals, but they had bought in bulk at the start of the Oboe class replacement project, and were not inclined to dump the items for tropical ones whilst stocks remained. In peacetime it hardly mattered that they required replacement twice as quickly, but they were at war now and it mattered a hell of a lot.
The skipper clapped him on the back and ushered him below.
�Well done anyway, go and get some kip.�
Once the engineer had disappeared the captain took a look around; checking for any overlooked item that would rattle once they were dived. His mood was bad enough as it was, if they had to come straight back up to retrieve a spanner or the like, it would be absolutely foul.
Turning to his number one he nodded.
�Provided all this work wasn�t a waste of time, we�ll do a static dive with the snorkel raised; let�s not tempt fate, eh?�
�She should be okay sir; Tommo�s a good �un.�
�Start main engines and raise the snorkel.�
After the quiet of the past hours the big diesel sounded horrendously loud to ears grown accustomed to the silence, even through the soundproofing. After five minutes they had confirmation that unrestricted airflow was reaching the engine and the generator was feeding charge to the batteries
�Officer of the Watch, dive the boat� clear the bridge, look-outs below.�
�Aye, aye skipper.� The conning tower emptied of the bridge party and the noise of voices and human movement returned to the interior of the vessel.
�Upper hatch shut, both clips on.�
�Open main vents and Kingston�s.�
�Main vents open� Kingston�s open, sir.�
�Forty-five feet, watch that bubble Cox�n, keep the trim.�
�Aye, aye skipper� setting depth at forty five feet.�
�Raise the ESM.�
�Aye sir� ESM raised.�
With no forward motion to play over the diving planes, the Cox�n had to work hard not to let the vessel slide back, as physics dictated that the heavier stern with its fuel bunkers and engine should dominate the vessel with buoyancy diminishing. The main vents remained open long enough to ensure the correct degree of negative buoyancy, and the Indian Ocean covered the casing and then the sail. Skilfully he kept the backward slide above 10 degrees, re-establishing trim at the required depth.
�Forty-five feet, sir.�
�Well done Cox�n.�
After ten minutes with only favourable reports from the engine room, the captain was satisfied and gave the nod to the officer of the watch.
�Group up� slow ahead main engine.�
�Group up sir� telegraph at slow ahead, sir.�
The captain gave his officer a quick smile.
�Nicely done young man� nicely done everyone,� expanding his praise to all concerned, and his mood much restored by the display of good seamanship.
�It�s not the easiest drill in the book by a long shot� I�m going to get my head down for a bit, lieutenant, wake me if anything comes up?�
�Yes, sir.�
His ships ability to perform well in a conflict that well might arrive in Australian waters eventually was of deep concern to him. Only two of his vessels class had so far been upgraded, something that should never had been necessary in the first place.
Japanese, Taiwanese, Singaporean and now US warships were adding to the fighting power of the Australian, and tiny New Zealand fleets. American troops were in Australia preparing to defend it along with their own army and troops that had escaped by boat from overrun countries. There were even a few Brit tanks and infantry; God knows how they got there. What Australia needed now was time, time to prepare for the coming storm that threatened.
He was a good captain with a good crew, but he was relieved that their modified and upgraded sister ships would be more likely to encounter the enemy, north of New Guinea in the Pacific Ocean, than they were, way out here.
16 miles south of Magdeburg: Same time.
When the Spetznaz` attacks on headquarters units had begun the night before, elements of the 155th Separate Armoured Brigade of the Mississippi National Guard had been in the later throes of relieving the Belgian 2nd/4th Lansiers and the Grenadiers of Prins Boudewijn�s Carbinier Regiment. A petrol tanker with its accelerator pedal wedged down had been rammed into a large corrugated metal and brick barn complex a quarter mile from the gun lines of the 114th Artillery. Explosive charges on the vehicle had initiated the total destruction of all of the buildings, everything inside them and in the immediate surrounds. The Belgian 1st Brigade headquarters which had been occupying the site until a few hours before had already shifted to a new location on the right. Joint Command headquarters for the Mississippi Guardsmen had been up and running at a derelict factory two miles north before the Belgian move. The attack on the command and control element had been a failure and it also sounded the alarm for the US troops, and the Belgians still in the lines. Less than an hour after the Spetznaz attempt heavy but sporadic artillery barrages began with nerve agent mixed in with the high explosive. It found no ready targets; the defenders were already under cover and preparing. Eighty percent of the Americans had already seen action in Iraq and there were veterans in the ranks from Bosnia and Desert Storm before that. This was not a green and untried outfit. 155th had shortcomings though as its own vehicles, tanks and guns, plus many of the crews, were aboard ships of the convoys and still several days out. Until they arrived their mechanised infantry were leg infantry and the few tanks and guns were from the storage depots and would have to suffice.
C Company 2/198th Armoured had a mixed bag of M1 and M1A1s which even with a remaining Belgian squadron of Leopard 1s left them stretched very thin.
The 3 (UK) Mechanised Brigades fight was drawing to a close before 155th had a ground target. The imminence of the dawn had not altered the ferocity of the ground assault. When it finally went in the National Guardsmen and their Belgian allies were fighting for their very lives.
The 155th�s battle became a focus for air support as the other assault river crossings tailed off. Exhausted JSTARS and AWACS crews found themselves losing peripheral vision in the battle as tired senses coped by concentrating on no more business than absolutely necessary.
The attack on the 155th was not a feint but the timing of another facet of the Red Army campaign was deliberate. With tunnel vision effecting NATO battlefield surveillance sixteen modified Maz 543 transporter erector launcher vehicles emerged from cover, rolling out from beneath bridge spans, camouflaged netting and other widely dispersed sites providing cover from prying eyes and photo reconnaissance packs.
A brief glimpse of any of the vehicles from a passing low level aircraft would cause alarm bells to sound in the West for they were the specialist sixteen wheelers for the transportation and launching of Russia�s family of theatre ballistic missiles.
As the vehicles reached pre surveyed launch sites close by the hiding places hydraulic stabilising feet extended, raising the massive vehicles chassis as they levelled the vehicles perfectly.
Thus far nothing differed from the normal launch procedures for a short-range ballistic missile. What was different were the heat reflective plates put in place to protect the road wheels, drivers and crew compartment and vital parts of the Maz 543s� .and that the bulky transport/launch canisters carried along the axis cradles were not raised to the vertical, just to thirty degrees above the horizon.
With local conditions prevailing it took some crews longer than others to signal readiness to launch. It left the first to complete the set up procedures feeling somewhat exposed, sat out in the open and vulnerable.
At 0847hrs 93rd MRR, supported by the remainder of 61st Russian Motor Rifle Division, began its assault river crossing with heavy close air support. JSTARS was fully involved with cutting the 93rd off from their artillery and follow-on forces whilst AWACS dealt with the demands of defeating the Red Airforce regiments efforts.
At 0959hrs all sixteen weapons were launched, rocket boosters and the missiles turbofan powering the KH-55 Granat cruise missiles from the canisters on �sledges� where there stubby wings deployed.
Designed as an air launched weapon the army rocket artillery engineers had devised a system of launching the big missiles from a standing start at ground level. The rockets required to propel them along to flight speed were attached to the �sledges� that fell away as the additional boosters spent themselves.
At an economic 420mph the large missiles, more than 8 feet longer than a US Tomahawk, with their terrain following radars pulsing three times a second they flew westwards at an average 100 feet above the ground.
Some of the missiles flew toward terminus points only programmed into the memories within the last hour. Some had shared targets but none flew identical courses. The courses were designed to give NATO the least possible time to prepare a defence, should they be able to track all or some of the missiles. The long missiles followed meandering tracks that had in cases sometimes almost backtracked on themselves, but on reaching the coast all further subterfuge was pointless and they accelerated to 570mph, 20 feet above the waves, toward the distant English coastline.
London. 1120hrs, same day.
Staying awake in a warm office after a bad night was not a problem for Janet because concerns over fuel shortages had brought about energy saving measures nationwide. She had on a thick cardigan, a present from Colin one Christmas, without which she would have felt the chill in the air. She did have several others, some more stylish and expensive, but she felt the need to feel close to him this day. She paused what she was doing, updating her bosses electronic appointments, and picked up a silver framed photograph off of her desk. It had been taken on their last holiday together, camping in the South of France. Colin looked so relaxed, tanned and healthy in shorts and tee shirt. She wondered how he looked now and then swiftly dismissed the thought as an image of a line of combat booted feet, protruding from beneath grey army blankets that covered the rest of their prostrate owners filled her mind.
She started as the telephone rang.
�Stellen, Barrett and McAlexander, Mr Coltaines office?�
�Hello Janet, its Annabelle Reed.�
Although there was little chance that she would not have received a call today, Janet still felt her stomach sink.
�Janet, is it all right for you to finish work early today as discussed?�
Mr Coltaine was a good and understanding man. He had agreed weeks ago to his PAs absences when required by the rota and she had already spoken with him today. By prior arrangement one of the other PAs would cover for her whilst she was out of the office.
�Yes, I can leave in about five minutes.�
�Do you know the coffee shop on the High Road near Junes?�
Janet did know it, one of a well-known American chain. �Yes?�
�I will be there with the Padre and Captain Deacon in one hour; we will have a staff car.�
�Why don�t we just meet at June�s.� she asked. �She is still on the rota for today isn�t she?�
There was a slight pause, not quite long enough for Janet to pick up on.
�I am afraid June�s Quarter will be our first stop� RSM Stone was killed in action this morning.�
She almost dropped the �phone.
Barry Stone, a giant of a man with the physique of a 6� 6� Prop Forward was dead? The RSMs place was to the rear of the rifle companies in battalion headquarters, so if he was not safe there then� 
Janet shook herself to dismiss the thought.
�I will meet you there then, bye.�
Replacing the receiver she gathered her things she knocked on her bosses door and opened it. He was on the telephone and on looking up and seeing her with coat over her arm he smiled kindly, placing a hand over the mouthpiece.
�I take it you have had a call, Janet?�
�Celia is covering for me, Mr Coltaine.� She liked this man who was one of the nicest and most genuine people you could hope to meet. �I really am grateful for your indulgence.�
�I imagine it must be quite harrowing dealing with all that grief? You look tired Janet and as we are rather quiet at the moment I will not expect to see you tomorrow.� He waved her away and resumed his conversation. She gave a faint smile of gratitude and closed the door, walking toward the reception desk for the company offices.
Outside the snow still fell, not as heavily, but the wind still whipped the flakes about like speckled dervishes. The glass and steel of the skyscraper had shrugged off the squally assaults of the weather with barely a rattle but as she reached reception a dull boom sounded throughout as the glass panes along the east side recoiled like the skin of a drum from some monster gust. Conversations ceased in mid flow and Janet halted, looking over her shoulder toward that side of the building but there was no recurrence and both work and talk resumed. With words of encouragement and good wishes following her steps from other co-workers, Janet left the office.
The journey down to the ground floor was swift in the high-speed elevators. Leaving the lift she smiled and gave the security guards at the main door a friendly nod as she exited the building. The cold hit her immediately, cutting through the newly donned coat, scarf and gloves.
The fifty floors of glass, concrete and steel at 1 Canada Square towered over seven hundred and seventy feet above her as she hurried away through the snow toward Heron Quay DLR station.
She trembled with the cold as she emerged from the limited protection provided from the wind by the buildings and onto the bridge leading to the Docklands Light Railway. Teeth clamped shut and eyes slitted in reaction to minute icy specks that pebbled dashed her face.
She was alone on the bridge, squinting ahead and hurrying on toward the shelter of the station and aware only of the sound of the wind drowning out all else.
She was midway along when the dull howl was eclipsed by the mournful undulating moan of the wharf air raid siren. It had been put in place weeks ago and sounded only in practice, and during a half dozen false alarms since that time. Janet froze as the memory of the shaken windows of minutes before came back to her, hairs on the back of neck raised as a sixth sense told her this was no false alarm. The sirens wail was joined by others and her mouth went dry as she realised her position, stuck on a bridge and far from cover.
The high pitch shriek of a jet engine designed without heed to noise pollution legislation, passed overhead. It hurt her ears and instinct borne of self-preservation made her drop to her knees, gloved hands pressed to her ears. The jet engine was followed by another, and another, and yet several more. She glanced up fearfully to see not Backfire bombers but what appeared to be small, fast moving mini aircraft streaking past, barely fifty feet above her head.
Sixty-five years before, the German Luftwaffe had used the river Thames as a guide to navigation for its Air Fleets. Today the cruise missiles employed it as a route to approach the British capitol so low as to become one with the radar ground clutter.
The first warning had come from the newly commissioned Type 45 Destroyer, HMS Exeter, in the English Channel enroute to working up exercises. She briefly picked up one of the missiles at extreme range and believing it to be part of an anti-shipping strike put out a �Vampire� alert. The warships air defence system was un-calibrated and therefore she did not launch on the missile. RAF Hawks based at RNAS Yeovilton on air defence picket scrambled, but they went looking for an airborne shooter off the French coast, not cruise missiles approaching the English one.
The first pair of Granat missiles entered the Thames Estuary and hugged the banks of the Essex side of the river until reaching a point two miles from their targets. Popping up to a thousand feet they released submunitions before looping and diving into the largest metallic object in the target area that they detected.
The Thames Haven fuel refinery was seriously damaged with major fires in a dozen areas, but that was dwarfed by the results of the second missiles attack two miles away at Canvey Island.
Quite by chance the 80,000 tonne tanker, Scandinavia, had docked during the night at the jetty near Dead Man�s Point. Fully laden, she was low in the water, discharging refined Avgas, diesel and petrol to the Canvey Island tank farm. After releasing its submunitions the Granat dived into the Scandinavia, rupturing several tanks and releasing a highly inflammable cloud of vapour that the inshore breeze carried landward. The absence of oxygen in the tanks prevented an explosion despite the Granats still running engine in its bowels, and starved of oxygen the engine cut out after seconds.
The second missiles submunitions exploded two fuel storage tanks on land, scattering burning fuel onto surrounding tanks. The tank farms pumping system was also breached in three places by submunitions holing pipes and releasing their contents.
The Essex Fire and Rescue Service were alerted by automatic alarms and the call was passed to the Canvey Island Fire Station in Long Road, where Blue Watch were already running for the appliances having heard the explosions at the tank farm two miles distant.
The first appliance, with sirens sounding, was pulling out onto the icy main road when the escaping vapour from the Scandinavia reached the conflagration in the tank farm. The fire flashed back to the damaged tanker and the resulting explosion increased as it swept across the tank farm, adding each of the swollen tanks contents as it reached, and overwhelmed them. The Essex Fire and Rescue vehicles were swatted from the roadway by a blast wave that levelled half of the town of Canvey Island, including the Fire Station.
As mixed blessings go the colossal detonation of the Scandinavia�s cargo and the tank farm was classic. The Granats intended for the tank farm and refinery twelve miles upstream at Purfleet were passing just a half mile distant from the Scandinavia when she blew, sending one into the muddy water of the Thames and the second crashing into fields on the Kent side of the river.
The sound of the explosion outran the remaining Granats, being heard as far away as Birmingham in the Midlands. The shockwave reached London before the missiles did.
The Thames takes on a twisting and turning course upriver from Greenwich and as the Granats reached the Royal Victoria Docks they ceased to hug the rivers surface, cutting across the Millennium Dome, Isle of Dogs and the Rotherhithe loop at rooftop height.
The targets in the city of London were for the most part iconic, and the purpose was to demoralise the British and serve as an unspoken threat to all other European members of NATO.
The weapons that struck The Tower of London, Downing Street and St Paul�s Cathedral carried 410kgs of high explosive whereas napalm set a blaze that destroyed the West Gallery, Ballroom and the principle staterooms of Buckingham Palace.
The Houses of Parliament were spared by the same quirk of fate that caused the second highest death toll in London.
The blueprint for the missile attack had been drawn up in the early 1980�s; Cold War years, and on recent revision had used city plans purchased legitimately from the Greater London Authority before the war. The plans did not include �Temporary Structures� such as the London Eye.
The Granat targeting Britain�s symbol of democracy struck the wheel two hundred feet above the ground. The left wing was sheared from the missiles body and the Granat tumbled from the sky to strike and detonate on a large building on the opposite bank to Parliament, St Thomas�s Hospital.
Janet gawped in horror as the missiles passed overhead and first crawled, then ran back toward the imagined safety of the tall buildings.
The next missile however did not pass overhead, it popped up and she saw it dive down in front of her, out of the low cloud and into the cluster of towering office blocks.
The bridge beneath her feet bucked, sending her tumbling, grazing knees and the palms of her hands. Smoke and debris blossomed from behind the lower buildings between herself and the one she had left such a short time before. The smoke continued to bellow out but the debris began to fall earthwards, much of it catching the light as it did so, twinkling as they tumbled down and Janet realised it was glass, shattered glass.
Regaining her feet she ran as fast as she could in the opposite direction, heedless of the dangers of slipping on the icy surface.
A lump of concrete struck the side of the bridge in front of her, carrying ten feet of guardrail into the water with a huge splash that drenched her, but she ran on regardless, ran as the glass landed like hail, shattering into smaller pieces that tore at her clothes or landed in the water with a plunking sound.
Another missile dived from the clouds into Canary Wharf as Janet reached the DLR station, which hardly qualified as an air raid sheltered but did have a roof to protect her from the rain of glass.
She was panting, partly from exertion and partly from shock. She turned back to look at Canary Wharf, her hand flying to her mouth as she could now see people moving around on almost all of the floors of the buildings. So much of the splendid glass was gone now that the buildings were open to the elements. Office workers, some obviously in panic, ran to and fro between the lift shafts and stairwells, all of which were choked with others trying to get out.
A third and fourth missile dived down to penetrate the lower floors of 1 Canada Square, the building most people associated with Canary Wharf, and exploded. A fifth missed, striking the flat roof of the HSBC building, travelling down five floors before detonating with a flash of orange light and black palls of smoke, propelling debris out into the void.
Janet could hear screams, snatches of cries on the wind. A body fell from the upper floors of her building, man or woman she could not tell.
Flames, fuelled by the wind, quickly took hold of the upper reaches of the HSBC building, the smoke rose up to curl around its taller neighbour.
She had been amongst the millions who had watched with a feeling of disbelief when the World Trade Centre towers had collapsed on live TV, and she now felt the onset on deja vu. Without realising it Janet began praying, a repetitive chant, a mantra for the safety of her friends and colleagues in the stricken building.
She heard a shriek; a tortured rending of steel and concrete, and her building began to shrink in height, slowly at first and then with increasing speed. Like a collapsing pack of cards the once proud building disappeared from view to be replaced by dust and smoke.
The younger Probert�s rushed to their Mother at the school gates. She had telephoned the school to tell them she was safe but there was something about her that made them stop, stilled the relief in their voices. She was as a waxwork, her face and eyes lacking expression and a coldness seemed to emanate. The journey home was made in absolute silence, Karen and Tommy looking at one another worriedly, not daring to speak.
There was a car outside the married quarter as they pulled onto the drive; the occupants alighted on seeing them. Relief written upon the faces of Annabelle Reed and Sarah Osgood but they too hesitated, and then hailed their friend.
Janet gestured the kids out of the car but there was no hint that she heard or was even aware of the other women but the firm manner in which she closed the door on the world said, �Stay away.�
Inside the house Karen and Tommy sat in silence, listening to their mother moving around in the kitchen. The sound of pots and cutlery continued for twenty minutes and for the entire they remained sat together on the sofa, still in coats and hats with their schoolbags at their feet.
It took a few moments before either child noticed it had gone quiet. The silence was palpable. By unspoken agreement they got up and went together, tiptoeing to the kitchen door before peering in.
Janet was sat upon the floor, arms hugging herself and rocking back and forth. Tears streamed unchecked down cheeks as pale as a shades whilst her mouth was open in a silent, unending scream. They ran to her then, knelt and hugged her without any clear idea how to make their mothers pain go away.
RAF Kinloss, Scotland: 1243hrs, same day.
�India Nine Nine�, a Squirrel helicopter bearing the livery of the Metropolitan Police, touched down on the tarmac of the air force station. The Commissioner and Arnie Petrucci, the CIAs London head of station alighted from it, and shook hands with the Chief Constable. The Commissioner had no authority and no special legal powers here in Scotland, where the legal system owed more to the French than the British systems of justice.
�Good morning Jamie, thank you for calling me so promptly. Do you know what has happened yet?�
�I would have called you sooner, but I was off duty. As you requested I kept the presence of this operation strictly to myself. I was off duty when this came in, as I said. Angus MacDonald� my Assistant Chief, was informed of the multiple murders and of the location, but of course the address meant nothing to him.�
They climbed inside an unmarked Range Rover, which immediately pulled away.
�Run me through the sequence of events, if you would please Jamie.�
�You will appreciate that I knew only that you told me there were some special people living in a safe house on my turf and there was an on-going intelligence connection with the RAF station here?� He looked at Arnie Petrucci, who remained poker faced and offered nothing by way of insight into what was an American run operation of the greatest secrecy.
The Commissioner nodded in agreement. Even he did not know what was happening with the Russian officer and young woman who had alerted the west to the enemy�s intention to nuke the capital cities and defence establishments in various countries.
�At 0935hrs this morning, the driver of an express train to Inverness reported a body falling from a bridge in front of his train; he also stated that he saw another man on the bridge, who he believes was carrying an assault rifle of some description. Had he not seen the weapon� or what he took to be a weapon, then he would have stopped, but as it was he continued on into Forres and alerted the British Transport Police, BTP called us and we sent in a tactical firearm's team. They confirmed the body side of it, and found a Met issue MP-5 beside the line before backtracking footprints in the snow. A topcoat containing two full MP-5 magazines in the pockets was found, a number of spent cases, both 9mm and 7.62mm, a blood trail and three separate sets of prints leading back to the house, the one you informed me of.�
The Range Rover reached the Guardroom at the entrance, and they all had to identify themselves to a steely-eyed air force policeman, who was being covered by a �Rock Ape�, a member of the Royal Air Force Regiment.
When he was satisfied that they were not well-disguised enemy deep cover operatives fleeing the area, the Range Rover was allowed to continue.
�In the rear garden they found the body of your Constable Stokes, dead of a single gunshot to the head� he was identified by his warrant card that was beside his body, he appears to have been hurriedly searched. The front of the house contained more bodies, Police Constable Pell and an as yet unidentified male in the hallway, plus an unidentified female on the doorstep� and Mr Tafler on the garden path. With the exception of the woman, all had died from gunshots. The woman had died as result of her throat having been crushed� there was another blood trail in the lane at the front, but so far we have not found whose blood it was, nor that of the other one along the route back to the house.�
No mention had been made of Major Bedonavich nor Svetlana Vorsoff� as having been identified and the Commissioner was about to ask for the description of the woman whose body had been found, but Arnie Petrucci nudged him, shaking his head almost imperceptibly, because he alone amongst them knew whose body it wasn�t.
It was the CIA man who asked the next question though. �The body on the tracks, was there any identification and can you describe the body?�
The men and women of the Central Intelligence Agency, despite what Hollywood would have us believe, do not have regular contact with scenes of violence or tragedy. In his entire career the most active �spook� will only see a tiny fraction of the blood and gore that a street copper may see whilst going about his daily business. He or she would not know, or have seen what becomes of a body once a train has run it over.
�Mr Petrucci, the underside of an express train houses a great number of metal protrusions, all spinning at high revolutions. At this time we do not even know what the sex of the dead person was.�
Arnie Petrucci did not comprehend what the Chief Constable was trying to tell him though. �Well can you at least give me an approximate height and age?�
�Sir� the largest piece of that body on the line would fit into your hip pocket� no sir, I cannot approximate an age or height.�
Petrucci was silent whilst he took that in, and decided that if the offer were made to go down on the track to see for himself then he would politely decline. However, it was vitally important to establish the identity of the body, for if it was not that of Major Bedonavich then it would mean that he could be in enemy hands, and the details of the Russian operation compromised.
�The identity must be discovered as soon as possible Jamie, how long will your laboratories take to do a DNA test?�
�Do you have someone in mind� and a DNA sample to compare against?�
They did indeed have DNA samples from both the Russian�s, and he nodded emphatically.
�Twelve hours then, sir.�
The Range Rover passed through Kinloss and crossed over the rail line at the level crossing outside town and continued to the A96(T), which they followed for several miles before turning onto a minor road, and eventually arriving at the bottom of the lane that led to the house. A police car was blocking access to all vehicles and the curious.
�From here we walk gentlemen,� the Chief Constable informed them, and then adding for the American�s benefit. �Sticking strictly to the marked channel, this is a crime scene.�
A chilled constable with a crime scene log in his hands checked the two policemen through, and then it was the CIA officers turn.
�Special Agent Hoover� � he informed the young man with a straight face, and produced FBI ID. �� initials, J, E.� he added with a warm smile, enjoying the joke but having no intention of the Scottish justice system ever knowing who had really been at the scene. The young constable was dutifully writing down the details without question, when an older constable stepped up and looked over the young officers shoulder to read what was being recorded, and then looked the American sharply in the eye with a glare that said �Piss taker!� but he did not correct his colleague.
If his boss was bringing a spook to a murder scene, it was no business of his to make waves.
Little was achieved by their visit to the scene except to anger all three men. It was too early to establish who amongst the participants had done what at the scene, that would take some time and had no bearing on the important issue, was the operation safe or had it been blown in its entirety, and what should be done now? Those were questions for Petrucci�s boss and the President to address.
North of Magdeburg, Germany: 1300hrs, same day.
That the countryside beyond the river was clear of enemy for a distance of twelve miles was the report from the RA Phoenix operators, and indeed the battalions clearance patrol that had gone back to the �island�, had not received a single round of fire from snipers or artillery.
After the enemy armour had withdrawn to the far bank of the Elbe, the fighting had tailed off to nothingness, and the enemy kept right on pulling back, abandoning its useless bridging equipment as it went.
A silence had fallen on the battlefield, and the defenders had slowly allowed themselves to relax, had dared to consider survival as a possibility once more.
The chemical weapons that the Hungarian Division had employed had dissipated, being of the non-persistent variety, so the American paratroopers and British Guardsmen had unmasked as they went about clearing up, repairing field defences and shepherding the wounded to the rear.
The 82nd�s RSM, Arnie Moore, had taken over the full duties of that role for the unit following the death of Barry Stone. Pat Reed and Jim Popham were stood on the shattered autobahn�s on-ramp, gazing about the battlefield when the RSM approached and handed them the butchers� bill.
The stench of high explosives, burnt out vehicles and their human occupants, almost exclusively the enemies, was heavy in the air. The two officers read the tally of the dead, wounded and missing in action before handing it back with orders to send it with the sitrep up to brigade headquarters.
The losses had been far less than they had been at the Guards first defensive action, but the list bore the names of friends they would never see again.
�Nothing except a battle lost can be half as melancholy as a battle won,� muttered Jim Popham and Pat Reed raised an eyebrow. �Don�t look so surprised Colonel, even at the Virginia Military Academy we got force fed that stuff, don�t think that only Sandhurst cadet�s had to suffer the quotes of dead generals.�
�Actually I always thought Wellington was an insufferable snob and a cold fish.� Pat replied. �If I had to guess, I would say he only said it for effect because the �Gentlemen of The Times� were in earshot.�
The double blasts of the demolition charges destroying the anchor posts of the incomplete ribbon bridge, did not even cause either soldier to blink, they were minute compared to what they had endured during the night.
Pat Reed gripped his webbing yoke and shrugged his equipment up higher onto his shoulders, to ease the strain before turning and heading back to the CP, wondering how long this lull would last before they again got into a fight with the Red Army forces.
Lt Col Reed was giving serious consideration to getting his head down for a couple of hours when he was summoned to the secure radio link with brigade HQ. He was on for ten minutes before removing the headset and handing it back to the signaller.
�Sarn�t Major Moore!�
The paratrooper came over from the far side of the CP. �Sir?�
Pat handed him the warning order he had just received; a Territorial Army unit, 1st Battalion, Wessex Regiment was enroute to take over the battalions current area of responsibility. The enemy had broken through and crossed the river in two sectors and the MSR had been cut. All company, battery and squadron commanders were required to attend an O Group in twenty minutes time. There was to be no move before 1 Wessex arrived, but then the battalion was to face west and perform an advance-to-contact with Russian airborne forces in the rear.
Haddon�s Rock, Colorado: 1847hrs, same day.
The Presidents� latest location was virtually identical to the previous ones in d�cor and layout. Above them lay some of the wildest and most spectacular countryside on the continent, but the CEO of the United States had seen none of it. It had been night went the relocation had taken place, so he had grumbled
�Same bat time� same bat cave!� on arrival in his new �home�.
The President was ensconced with the heads of the nation�s intelligence community, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was aware of the topic, and had a long session with the President before the meeting had taken place.
Whilst the future of Guillotine was being debated, Henry Shaw was now busy with his own staff in an office on the next level above the intelligence meeting. Aside from preparing his own briefing for the CEO, Henry had made another issue a matter of personal interest, and the atmosphere in the generals� office was so cold that frost should have been forming on all the walls in the facility.
When the Military were eventually summoned, the CIA Director Terry Jones was the only spook still present in the room; the rest were the Presidents� civilian war council. Waiting in the ante room were a few members of congress and the senate, flown in that morning, Henry saw them as he passed through and nodded to them curtly, because knowing someone and respecting them are not the same thing. All of that could wait for now though, there was going to be a showdown but in the meantime there was a war going badly for them, and that was going to take all of his attention.
�Henry, take a seat please, first of all let me get you up to speed with the problem in Scotland we discussed earlier.� The President gestured to the chair beside him.
�Unless the Brit lab identifies the remains on the tracks as being from someone other than that of Major Bedonavich, Guillotine goes ahead as planned,� the President informed him.
Terry Jones, sat opposite Henry was far from happy. The time scale of the incident near Kinloss made it very unlikely that the major could have been forced to reveal all he knew, if it was the Russians body on the line. If it wasn�t the major, then the team that had attacked the house could be well on the way to breaking him now.
Henry�s concern was equally for the mission�s outcome and for the personnel involved.
�Are we going to inform the boys and girls in Russia, of what went down today?�
The President shook his head.
�No General, they are on a high state of alert anyway, news like this will just serve to key them up unnecessarily� if Major Bedonavich died under that train, then we can presume the secret is safe.�
�And if he didn�t?�
�We say nothing� it is not as if we have a back-up plan Henry, we just have to hope that Miss Vorsoff gets the information, and they nuke the son of a bitch before the security forces over there can close in.�
Henry let out a long breath.
�Hell of a way to run a war.�
�Ain�t that the truth!� the Director agreed.
The President nodded to the Marine sentry and he opened the door to the anteroom, allowing the congressmen and senators to enter and seat themselves.
�On a personal note,� the President began. �I am very sad at the death of Scott Tafler. It is possible that two of the three people who are responsible for warning us in time of the Communist attack have now been murdered.� None of the newly arrived politicians had any idea as to who was being spoken of, and to be fair most would have cared a hell of a lot had they known, but others now showed well practised expressions, that they felt suited a sorrowful moment.
Henry Shaw wanted to puke but he himself did not show any of the distaste on his face as he gave his summary of the latest events in the war, but at the finish of the brief, one of those same professional politicians succeeded in stripping away that expression.
�General, I have to say� and I know I speak for all of my distinguished colleagues here with me today,� looking around at the other senators and congressmen.
�The Europeans have once again allowed the soviets to get subs into the Atlantic, they dropped the ball on day one and we had to pick it up, we warned them that the Sov�s were coming again� and still they fumbled and let them waltz right on through. We are getting pretty God damned sick of having to pull the fat from the fire because those guys aren�t pulling their weight!�
Henry leant forward and fixed the man with a look that was icy, completely at odds with the easy smile on his face. �Senator, first of all� what�s with all this WE shit?� but without waiting for a response he continued. �I hear that you are pretty handy with a rifle� did a lot of hunting in the late sixties and early seventies� am I right or am I wrong, but the deer up in Canada don�t shoot back, any more than ours do?� The senator had been in college during the early part of the Vietnam war, where he had been active in the anti-war movement, and even had a framed photograph on the wall of his den, a clipping from �Time� of him pelting wounded American servicemen with animal faeces, at an airport when they arrived home from southeast Asia. He�d skipped north of the border after his finals, and failed to answer his call up papers. Contrary to the �self-made-man-and-man-of-the-ordinary-guy� image that he tried to promote, Walt Rickham was born into money and privilege, and had never had to use his hands to earn a living. Right now he looked like a man going to seed, and trying hard to cover it by the wearing of expensive tailor made suits.
�The fighting men and women of this country are doing their duty, just as the service people across the pond are doing theirs� whilst you mister, are not qualified, either professionally, personally or morally to use the collective term WE� in the context of any of the fighting and dying that is going on!� The senator was used to dealing with persons of a politically like mind, and those who wanted something from him. He was quite unaccustomed to being spoken to harshly by anyone, let alone someone in uniform, and therefore a menial.
�The forces deployed off the North Cape on that first day did not drop the ball, they were vaporised, burnt, blown up, shot down or sunk. We did not warn the Europeans that they could be coming again, the Europeans discovered that for themselves and told us, and it was European troops and intelligence sources infiltrating some of the most tightly defended real estate on the planet, who told us all that the aircraft and warships were heading west. That warning may not come again, because damn few of those men and women who went behind the lines are answering their radios anymore, the lucky ones are dead, the unlucky ones are having their fingernails pulled out about now. As for fumbling the ball, they sank nineteen missile and attack submarines, twenty-nine surface combat ships and shot down sixty-eight combat aircraft. They achieved all that without any help from us, or may I say from you either.� Henry Shaw picked up a thick sheaf of paper from before him and tossed it at the politician. �� that is the latest NATO casualty list. Ships, aircraft, ground personnel, aircrew and seamen, involved in that particular battle. Had it been US Navy ships on the line then the only difference would have been the addresses on the next-of-kin telegrams.�
The President had invited these people here, because he needed their support to quell the murmurs of dissent over the course of the war, high casualties and little successes. He had warned the senator about his tone and choice of words, around the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, that warning had not been able to pierce the armour of arrogance the politician cloaked about himself. He shot both the general and the politician a warning look, but the senator was on his feet, pulling his well-fed girth from out of the chair.
�You God damned glorified throw-back from the Middle Ages, just who the hell do you think you�re talking to?� He left his place at the table and came around to stand behind Henry, who remained seated and steadfastly looking to the front.
�I�m Walter S Rickham, I�m not some punk, white trash private� I could have your stars just by snapping my fingers, and The President would give them to me because he needs my lobby for re-election. This is the real world General, this is my world, and nothing about your world influences the big picture. I don�t give a crap about how many Frenchies, Limeys or pig-thick Poll-ack�s die, because they don�t pay American taxes or vote in our elections. For every inch of ground those yellow bastards give up that�s an inch less of influence we will have once this things over. You get your ass over there and make those Europeans fight, because when Americans die then it makes us look bad to the people who do count, the people who fund and back elections. You and your kind are a ten-a-penny�  the trailer parks and ghettos of full of your kind, good for nothing but going where we tell you and fighting for American interests� but you can�t see that can you, you don�t have the intellect or the genes to see who the real Generals are!�
Henry Shaw did not respond, and Rickham realised the general was totally ignoring him. Walter S Rickham wasn�t used to being ignored by those he considered to be members of the �ruled classes�. He grabbed Henry by the collar, dragging him around to face him.
�Walter!� The President had risen from his chair and was looking daggers at his fellow politician. �That�s enough!�
Rickham let go of the general with a contemptuous flourish, and only then did Henry look at him. �You got that one for free.�
Rickham strode to the door of the conference room, stopping for the marine sentry to open it for him, which he did, after a very deliberate pause.
The briefing continued for another half an hour before breaking up and the President sent an aide off to find Rickham, whilst General Shaw returned to his own staff, and the matter that he had been dealing with before the briefing.
If the President had to choose between the general and the senator to be stranded on a life raft with, without hesitation he would have picked Henry Shaw, but he had goals he wanted to achieve whilst being the President, and for that he needed Rickham. Before he left the White House, he wanted decent education, literacy for all and one hell of a lot more people living above the poverty line. He wasn�t aiming for an instant zero unemployment Utopia, but full education for all would be the first step on that road. The bottom line was, he needed a second term in office if he hoped to achieve that, and for that he needed the Rickham�s and grubby money that the man represented. Henry Shaw had ruffled Rickham�s feathers, and the President needed to smooth them over, the best way he could think of doing that was to massage the man�s ego.
�Walt, I haven�t been able to have a face to face with the other allied leaders since the war started, and video conferencing lacks the personal touch.�
�You can�t smell the other guys fear.� Rickham nodded.
It wasn�t actually what the President had meant, but he gave a half smile that flicked on and then off.
�Walt I am sending one of the Presidential seven forty seven�s to Europe, and the other over to Australia and New Zealand to collect heads of state or their representatives, and bring them back here for a face to face summit. I�m shorthanded, we lost a lot of good people in Washington, and so I would take it as a big favour if you would accompany the flight to Europe as my personal representative?�
The President hid a smile as he saw Rickham�s reaction; it was subtle body language clues that gave him away, a glint in the eye and the subconscious squaring of the shoulders. The man was both flattered and calculating how this could be turned to its best advantage, what �spin� to apply. The capital could be great, �At a time of global conflict, the President turned to me personally for assistance.�
�Mr President, in the crisis such we find ourselves in, it would be very small minded of me to refuse such a request.�
�Thank you Walter.� He replied with a gracious smile, and made a mental note to inform the leaders who would be on Air Force One, that absolutely nothing of any sensitivity was to be discussed or disclosed in this man�s presence.
Call-up papers had been sent out to one million American men and women, ordering them to report at varied Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine boot camps for basic training. It was something that the President had not consulted with General Shaw, ostensibly because the plans for this eventuality had been drawn up decades before, but the Commander-in-Chiefs reticence had made him suspicious. The general ordered a random selection of the personal details of those who had been called up, and he hadn�t liked what he had seen so he had made his next request more specific. He knew a number of individuals who qualified for this call to arms, and right now he was seriously pissed that most did not appear on the current list.
Not a single name associated with any of the President�s chief contributors, or in fact any of the top two hundred richest peoples sons or daughters appeared on the list. The great bulk of those expected to put their lives in harm�s way were working class. Any person at college, or expected to enter college in the next twelve months, had been given deferments, it was a clause that had been added in the last week, without the military�s knowledge. Despite the offered deferments, many young people at college had put away their books for the duration and gone of their own free will to the recruiting centres.
Henry Shaw had two of his own children in the service of the country, a son flying AV-8Bs off the Inchon, and a daughter who was the TAO aboard the USS Orange County. His youngest son qualified for this call-up but his name did not appear, as if that little detail was supposed to appease the general, and ward off the eruption that was looming.
He had allowed himself to think that in this adversity, this president would do the right thing, but he had learnt that despite all that had happened, the President was planning for the future, currying future favours; business as usual.
Well General Shaw was having none of it, he cancelled fifteen thousand notices to those who came from the lower wage brackets, or whose families would suffer undue hardship without them. Most, though not all were family men and women, and they were substituted with the names of sons and daughters of politicians, billionaires, millionaires, oil company executives and captains of commerce. His own youngest son�s name was included, as was that of the Presidents eldest. The first to receive the notices were a couple of hundred individuals who were already in Federal service, their once smart business suits were not smart anymore, and pedicured digits were encrusted with the grime of digging bodies out of building in the Capitol, and burying them in mass graves. The armed forces did not have any use for lawyers right now, so they would all find themselves assigned as recruits, earmarked for the infantry and Marine Corps as riflemen, once the boot camps had finished with them.
The President wanted him visiting the battlefronts so he packed his bag and handed over to Admiral Gee, who would hold the fort until Henry�s return.
With that done he contacted personal friends and acquaintances on both sides of the Atlantic, and arranged a meeting.
Denmark Straits, between the Faroe�s and Iceland: 2016hrs.
From the southeast of Iceland, stretching away toward the Hebrides is a wide, deep-water basin. After rounding the North Cape it was an area that the soviet submarines could traverse with the added protection of its depths before running the gauntlet of the line of hydrophones in the GIUK Gap.
Almost without exception, the diesel-powered vessels had run long and hard on their batteries the previous night, and now needed to snorkel in order to charge them again. They had left Norway�s area of responsibility but were now in the hunting grounds of the British, American and Portuguese Maritime patrols in the sky, British ASW surface units and Canadian and US hunter killer submarines. Although all the aircraft would land on the Faeroes, Danish sovereign territory, to refuel and rearm at some point, the Danes would not take part in the operation as her small, Gulfstream maritime patrol aircraft were for shipping and fisheries protection, not submarine hunting.
In order that NATO aircraft did not end up dropping on NATO submarines, the aircraft were deployed far out across the basin, leaving the western edge of the basin, and the twenty miles either side to the silent service.
HMS Illustrious, with her helicopters and her frigates were west of that point, and representing the last line of ASW ships that the soviets had to get past before they reached the shipping lanes. Of course the ships would not pack up and go home if any leaked through, but this was their best chance at stopping the threat against the convoys.
�Trident Eight Four�, a RAF Nimrod MR2P out of Kinloss, via refuelling in the Faeroes, had expended its load of sonar buoys and been relieved by a Portuguese P-3 Orion in order to return to the tiny islands and reload. They were now five minutes out, with a full load once more when one of the operators got a contact.
�Pilot, faint surface contact, bearing three two seven� range eleven thousand.�
The news that the submarines, or at some of them could shoot back, had come as an unwelcome surprise for the crews, and until such time as a defence could be devised, the crews were trying all manner of things to fox the submarines. The pilot of Trident Eight Four put the nose down, at the same time as throttling back to reduce the aircraft�s heat signature, and in the back a crewmember got ready some magnesium flares, in preparation to eject them should anything nasty be awaiting the aircraft.
The Portuguese P-3 had also detected what was in fact a snorkel, and the Orion was much closer.
They watched the Orion on radar as it began its run, and then the P-3s track vanished, without any warning whatsoever. The only thing the Nimrods pilot could be reasonably sure of was that if it had been a missile it had not come from the radar target, it was too far away. He noted the position that the Orion had disappeared, and swept in on the same line, but dropping a torpedo a mile short of that position. The Nimrod was dropping flares every few seconds, and the big aircraft banked hard after releasing, which probably saved all their lives.
They had inadvertently turned toward the undetected Whiskey class boat, and the aircraft�s bulk masked the heat signature of the four BMW/Rolls-Royce BR 710 turbofan engines, and the launched-at-depth air defence missile curved down to follow the last flare ejected by the Nimrod crewman. At only 100 feet altitude when it ignited, the flares life was very limited, but the heat-seeking missile followed it down and impacted with the sea.
Aboard the Whiskey, the LAD mast was retracted when the Nimrods Stingray torpedo was detected and following Russian Naval doctrine the diesel boat went to flank speed, turning towards the threat. The theory was that if they closed the distance quickly, the torpedo may not have had sufficient time to arm itself, but the Stingray was armed the moment its drogue chute detached from its anchor point at the weapons stern. The warheads and fuel in the Whiskeys torpedoes, sitting on racks in the forward torpedo room blew when the Stingray detonated on the submarines bow. Trident Eight Four had circled around, still ejecting flares manually and they saw the sea heave upward in a tall pillar of angry water. As the column of water subsided, the Whiskeys stern broke the surface with its propellers still turning as it rose vertically from below the surface for a moment, before disappearing back into the depths.
The sound of the concussion warned the snorkelling Kilo, which now sought to get below the thermal layer where the sonar returns from any buoys dropped by the hunters would be distorted. However, the Nimrods pilot was confident that they had a good enough fix without dropping buoys, and the aircraft�s bomb-bay opened as the aircraft swept in, another Mk-50 dropped clear and splashed into the cold sea. The Nimrod was on a roll, three minutes later the Kilo surfaced; wallowing in the waves as the crew took to inflatable life rafts.
Over the next four hours the Orion P-3s and Nimrods would kill another five submarines before the soviets crossed over into the preserve of the USS Twin Towers and the Canadian diesel submarines.
Edwin Andrew Air Base, Mindanao, Philippines: 2141hrs, same day.
Major Richard Dewar, Royal Marine Commandos, commanding the M&AWC, supervised the loading of the last items of equipment aboard the
B2 Spirit bombers. The complex rotary systems that held the ordnance had been removed and now sat aboard the giant C-5 transports that had brought them in from the 509th Bomb Wings home at Whiteman AFB, Missouri, in readiness for the bombers proper job.
Dewar couldn�t take his whole cadre on the insertion, just eight men, and the SAS G Squadron, Mountain Troop and the American Green Berets were providing another eight each.
It wasn�t a set-up that Dewar was happy with, the guys from Mountain Troop had done major climbs, the Green Berets thought clambering up the Rockies a big deal, but those mountains were hardly high altitude. His men lived nine months of the year at altitude and most of that in arctic conditions, they had all been up Everest at least once and half had had a crack at K2, conditions very similar to what would be found in China. It would take stealth to enter the region, and the Americans had those means but they wanted in on the action on the ground. Major Dewar could live with that, but he could see no reason whatsoever for the �glory boys� of the SAS to be included. In his opinion they were a bunch of cowboys and media darlings whose inclusion was merely political. Dewar had been told that they were going with them, like it or not, but he had won a small concession. In his specialisation, mountain and arctic warfare, he was the acknowledged top man in NATO forces, and to his great surprise the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs had approved the command position without question.
�If we were going in on surfboards I�d want a surfer dude from California leading, but its high ice, so I want that mad jock, Dewar. He�s the best, and the Green Berets will do as he says, when he says and as often as he says.�
Captain Garfield Woods of the Green Berets and Lt Shippey-Romhead of Mountain Troop were several hundred yards away in a dispersal occupied by an RAF C-130 Hercules of 47 Squadron. They were both trying very hard to impress their way into the panties of the aircraft�s co-pilot, Michelle Braithwaite, but the pretty Flt Lt had worked far too hard to earn her place on the Squadron strength to blow it by succumbing to the testosterone driven lusts of two squaddies.
She humoured them whilst laughing inwardly at their machismo, for all their strutting, she had actually been into more hot war zones than either man. Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, across the border with Afghanistan into Pakistan for a hot extraction, and some sneaky insertions into Columbia on anti-drugs work, and of course more recently onto the northern ice pack, and back again to extract the M&AWC.
47 Squadron would be doing the extraction and not the insertion on this job, landing on an old mountain strip that had been built to serve copper mines, 69 miles from the ICBM silos.
The B1-Bs and B2s would be stealthy on their return into the target area, and noisy as hell on the route out, Wild Weaselling the hell out of the Chinese air defences on the way. Two Hercules would fly in along the route cleared by the bombers, put down on the strip and await the troops arrival; one C-130 would be for the Marines, Green Berets and SAS troops. The second would be more M&AWC marines for local protection, because they could be sat on the strip a couple of days waiting for the troops to yomp their way across the mountains to reach them.
The one sided mating ritual was interrupted by the bark of Major Dewar, who at a range of 400 yards called the two officers to heel in a parade ground voice more used by Sergeants than by officers, but then Dewar had been a Troop sergeant before being commissioned eight years previously.
East of Wuitterlingen, Germany: 0150hrs, 12th April.
A pair of German Army Marder APCs, and a cluster of bodies marked the furthest point that local counter-attacks had progressed against the Russian airborne troops. The closest vehicle was still giving off wisps of oily smoke, but the furthest was completely gutted by fire, everything flammable had been consumed.
Oz crawled slowly past the APCs, keeping low and as close as possible to the hedgerow that ran up to within 100 metres of the enemy positions.
He gritted his teeth, forcing his body to behave normally, and not move in a jerky fashion in the freezing temperatures. The last two hours had been spent gathering information, and now he was on his way back with it.
After another half an hour he was back with his recce patrol in the FRV and pulling on his webbing. He had a night fighters tediously slow conversation with the L/Cpl he had left in charge of the patrol, consisting of him putting his mouth right next to the others ear to ask the slowly put questions before receiving the answer in the same fashion. Satisfied that the answers tallied with what he had deduced by himself, he led the patrol back to their own lines.
At 0330hrs Pat Reed held his O� Group, his company and squadron commanders, the artillery, engineer and air support reps were all gathered together in the wine cellar of a large house commandeered by the battalion as a CP.
He had been able to speak briefly with his wife by telephone with regard to Families matters, �Families� being the battalions married men�s families rather than his own. His own family was bearing up. His daughter Nancy at Edinburgh University was of course too far away from the cruise missile attacks on London and the oil refineries and depots to have been in danger, as was his son Julian, but Julian was here with 3 Mechanised Brigade as an AFC, Artillery Fire Controller, attached to the Light Infantry.
His wife sounded tired; she had been with the Padre and Captain Deacon, the Families Officer, at every visit to families in the London District Area to break the news that a husband, a father, wasn�t coming home again.
Talk, and rumours within the battalion had been about the attacks. No one here saw the TV footage of Canary Wharf falling, or St Thomas�s Hospital and Buckingham Palace on fire.
Downing Street had been empty of all Cabinet members of course, but the Diplomatic Protection Group officers and cleaning staff were not in a fallout shelter in the north of England when the missile landed.
There were no newspapers and the internet was out of course, so rumour control was holding sway.
After Arnie Moore barked out.
�Sit Up!�, bringing all talk to an end and a respectfully straightening up in the seats as the Commanding Officer entered the room, Pat sat them at ease and spent several minutes dispelling rumours and giving them a picture of what had transpired. None of the families had been casualties and what they were going to do now was to focus on their jobs and the next job at hand in particular.
�Ladies and Gents, Dutch, French and Belgian Brigades are at present containing the enemy airborne bridgehead at Haldensleben, and the NATO air forces and artillery are knocking down the ribbon bridges as fast as they are appearing. They haven�t stopped the enemy Divisions from closing on the opposite side of the river, but they are thinning them out� a bit.�
As Pat used a laser pen to indicate locations on the map, his audience located the place on their own maps.
�It appears that the airborne landings have been made in such a way as to act as stepping stones for a breakout in two places, and towards the English Channel, but our aircraft did get in amongst the transport streams and cause an element of havoc. As result of this there are a lot of enemy between us and the furthest DZ of the northern operation� and this is both good and bad news. It is good because they are without replen and have only what they carried in with them� and it is bad because they are going to slow us down. Our friends in the Light Infantry and Argyll�s are ready to jump off on a northern axis of advance on Helmstedt; we will join them after clearing away the enemy in between here and there. From then on we will fight as a brigade. I am well aware that this operation should be conducted by a full division, but the only free ones are still afloat somewhere between Antwerp and continental America.�
He took a long look at the faces in the room.
�These people we are about to take on are good, but we�ve fought �em before and had the situation not altered in Poland we�d have taken them at Leipzig.�
A twelve-foot square area of the cellar floor between the commanding officer of 1CG and the seated sub unit commanders contained a model of Wuitterlingen and the surrounds, courtesy of Sgt Osgood. Wine bottles representing individual buildings made it seem that the place was wall to wall churches, but it was the location and position that was important, not the aesthetic effect. The positions of the buildings, roads and paths was known from aerial photos and maps, but Oz had discovered many of the enemy fighting positions and estimated enemy numbers at roughly forty strong. The lack of patrolling by the enemy bore out the fact that they were loath to spend men and ammunition in patrol actions.
Small country lanes to the west that served outlying farm�s converged together on a small road that ran into the village as its single street, meeting a larger road and forming a T-junction at the villages eastern end. The village contained a bar, a small shop and a Lutheran church; the other twenty buildings were all houses. To the best of their knowledge NATO believed that all the lawful occupants had been forced out by the Russians and had walked to the town to the north, which was still in NATO hands.
�In our first objective, Wuitterlingen, I expect a short hard fight, but once we have taken it we go straight into the advance� and we do not know how many or where the enemy are between Wuitterlingen and Helmstedt, so we could have a hard time of it. We do know the enemy came in with shed loads of anti-tank weapons, so after taking the village the advance will be on foot, one up, two back and only calling on the tanks and APCs for direct fire support.� There were groans from the infantrymen and one company commander held up his hand.
�Captain Llewellyn� I am several pay grades above you and I have made the decision, so unless you are merely asking permission to go to the loo, put your hand down. This battalion defends democracy� it does not necessarily practice it.� Captain Llewellyn�s hand disappeared.
�I fully appreciate how the thought of a leg advance must seem, especially as we have so many armoured fighting vehicles at hand� and as I sit in my vehicle far behind you� with the heater on of course� my thoughts will be with you and your blisters.� He grinned evilly at the Coldstream Guardsmen and the 82nd�s Paratroopers for a second, letting the words settle before getting to the real meat of the orders group, how they were going to do it.
Russia, 100 miles NNE of Moscow: Same time.
After such �luxuries� as central heating and double-glazing, the house the three awoke in seemed like an icebox by comparison. There were four bedrooms with low ceilings but each held a bed almost large enough to qualify as a double. Patricia and Caroline had found the weight of blankets necessary to ensure a night of sleep untroubled by frozen extremities, was almost suffocating.
The previous day had been spent sleeping for the large part, whilst the wife of the old man bustled about the house, doing her chores and keeping watch.
Once they had slept there were hours to kill and little to occupy them. There was no TV and only an ancient radio set, which required five minutes for the valves to warm up before anything could be heard. Svetlana kept the radio on one station, listening carefully for a combination of folk songs that she alone knew. Patricia helped the old woman with the cooking and cleaning, which left Caroline at a loose end so she wandered the house until she came upon the old man in a back room, cleaning an old, but serviceable rifle. He seemed happy to have the company of a pretty young woman with whom to practice rusty English on as she helped him. He was proud of the weapon, and taking out a wooden box he opened it and removed a brass telescopic sight, explaining how he had been a sniper on the border with China during his service. Once the weapon had been cleaned and reassembled he showed the pilot how to handle it, and its weight came as a surprise to her, but he explained how a light weapon was unsuitable for accuracy at long range.
The day dragged on and Svetlana stayed close to the radio set, even at mealtimes.
Wuitterlingen, Germany: 0730hrs, 12th April.
The assault upon the village had begun two hours before dawn, and the outlying enemy fighting positions were taken out one by one, the last one being overrun before the first rays of daylight had appeared, by soldiers who had trained to fight at night as a matter of course.
The buildings posed a different tactical problem for the battalion, because FIBUA, or fighting-in-built-up-areas as it is known, is an art all of its own. To the uneducated it would seem to be a small matter to merely shell the place flat, but as had been shown at places such as Monte Casino, a surprising number not only survive, but find themselves with all the material to cobble together defensive positions, lying there ready to use.
Good command and control of ones men went without saying, as was communications and a good stock of small arms ammunition and grenades, but the essential ingredient without which house clearing could not hope to work, was momentum. Get the enemy back peddling, and keep them like that and you have wrested the initiative from them. According to the book, the correct way to clear a house is from the top down, and no doubt the author had a stack of grappling irons lying around when he put pen to paper. In the real world detached buildings were taken from the ground upwards, and only in the case of terraced streets could �the book� be adhered to, once the first building had been taken the hard way of course. One reason why it is easier to go from the roof to the ground may seem obvious, it is gravity. Isaac Newton wasn�t thinking about house clearing and FIBUA when he discovered the existence of gravity, or he may possibly have made mention of the problems inherent with tossing hand grenades up stairs.
The technique for countering the possibility of your grenade being kicked back or rebounding off objects, to bounce back down the stairs to you, is to release the spring arm and count off two seconds, which is half the fuse time, before tossing it. It makes for just another of those character-defining moments that make life in the infantry so rich and interesting.
The crack of random rounds as they passed overhead punctuated the industrious chiselling away of bayonets behind a field wall. CSM Probert had been preparing �mouse hole charges�, each constructed of two, roughly three foot lengths of wood strapped together to form an �x�. A quarter pound of PE-4 was attached to each of the two arms that would be upper most, and into these had been pushed detonators, after equal lengths of fuse had been crimped into the detonators open ends. Colin had four riflemen, all with grenade launchers, two gun groups, and the platoons air defence section, now in the rifle role but missiles close to hand, preparing a point of fire behind the old stone wall at one end of Weferlingen�s single street. The men were working up a sweat, using bayonets to remove the cement from between the bricks to make firing loops in the thick, ten foot high wall; well at least ten of them were, anyway.
Guardsman Troper and L/Cpl Veneer were sat in a ditch, apparently keeping a diligent watch upon the skies; they were however looking in every possible direction except the CSMs. The outlying Royal Artillery Stormer air defence vehicles had the job well in hand as regards local air defence, and the two men were hoping that the CSM wouldn�t realise that their Stinger missiles were, for the moment anyway surplus to requirement, meaning that an extra two pairs of hands were available for some manual labour on the wall.
�Is e� lookin� at us?� Troper whispered, and started to turn his head so he could glance at the warrant officer out of the corner of his eye.
Veneer dug him in the ribs. �Don�t look at �im� I read a book see, it says that if you avoid eye contact you becomes invisible like.�
A snowball narrowly missed the junior NCO, causing him to flinch but his mate hissed at him, and they both acted as if it had never happened.
Colin selected another missile from nearby and sent it after the first.
The half brick made contact with the big soldiers� helmet, bringing forth a startled yelp.
�Oye� what do you pair of idle Mary�s think yer on!�
�We�s the air defence sir!� L/Cpl Veneer shouted back.
�Yes sir� � Guardsman Troper enjoined, and tried to sound convincing by adding something he had heard once, but it didn�t come across quite as eloquently when he repeated it. �� we are a essential element in the air defence mesh that guards the skies above the battalions �ed, sir.�
Colin glared at him; his eyes full of menace and roared. �Get your scaly arses into gear or as soon as this lot�s over I�ll bang you up where the sun never shines and the birds don�t shit!� The pair scrambled from the ditch, crawling rapidly over the snow to the base of the wall and began furiously hacking away at the wall with their own bayonets.
Oz joined Colin behind the wall as the last of the loops was completed, breathing hard and the cold air condensing his breath into ragged smoke signals. �The boys are in place, 1 Section is covering the rear of the houses on the left of the street� the rest are reorganised for street fighting.� He had the platoons small 51mm light mortar on a sling across his shoulders, which he now got ready for firing. Colin nodded and depressed his �send� switch. �Hello One, this is One One over.� There was a moment�s pause before the company commanders radio operator acknowledged him. �One� send over?�
�One One� all set, over.� This time there was a longer delay as the company commander was informed that the point of fire was in place and the remainder of 1 Platoon were ready to jump off.
�One, roger your last� One Three is in position but One Two will be a further figures five, over.�
Colin could see 3 Platoon a hundred meters away, lying at the base of the wall, ready to go over it and begin the assault on the first house on their side of the street. The remainder of Colin�s own platoon were to his left, similarly waiting patiently for the off. The delay was due to 2 Platoons inexperienced young 2Lt, Sergeant Osgood�s successor.
1 Company�s Commander was not ready to let loose the young officer on a task such as his more seasoned platoons were to undertake, so 2 Platoon had the more straightforward task of flanking the village so as to be in a position to cut off any enemy withdrawal or reinforcement. The young officer had taken too long sorting out his men after the first positions had been taken, so 1 and 3 Platoon had to wait in the snow, shivering behind the wall.
After a delay of rather more than five minutes, the company commander gave the word to go and from eight hundred metres to the rear the anti-tank section started the ball rolling by putting Milan missiles into the upper floors of the first buildings.
CSM Probert gave the nod to the first assault team, Oz was directing heavy fire into the buildings, and dropping smoke into the street with the 51mm mortar, to hamper the fire from enemy in other buildings, as they went up and over the wall, boosted over by members of the second assault team. Crossing obstacles such as the wall was a team effort; the first men over stood facing the wall, arms above their heads with their palms against the brickwork to steady themselves and to grasp the top. They raise the heels of their feet and two men crouched behind them cup their hands under the raised heels and lift together, boosting the men up to where they can pull themselves up and over. The procedure goes on until there are four men left, and instead of dropping to the other side of the wall the next pair stop on top of the wall, swivel around and lie draped over top where they can reach a hand down for their mates, and use their legs as cantilevers. One at a time the last men run at the wall and jump up to catch the outstretched arms, whereupon they are pulled up.
Despite the best efforts of Oz and the Milan crews the enemy was not entirely silenced. Colin followed the first assault team over, dropping into the snow beside one of his section commanders, the Lance Sergeants eyes were staring blankly up at the Company Sergeant Major. The rest of the platoon was adding the weight of their fire as the first mouse-hole charge was placed against the side wall of a pleasant 19th century house and the fuses lit. Colin paused to take cover behind the section commanders body until the charge blew, creating a five foot hole for grenades to be thrown through, these were followed by the entrymen once they had gone off. The entrymen fired indiscriminately into anything that could conceal an enemy as they went through the entry hole and ducked to one side out of the silhouetting light. A face appeared briefly at the hole and Colin heard the soldier shout �Room clear!� and the remainder of the first assault team sprinted across the road, disappearing through the entry point. Colin resumed the task of stripping the body of its ammunition and grenades, stuffing them unceremoniously inside his smock, before removing the magazine from the dead man�s weapon and adding it to the rest. 3 Platoon had quickly taken their first house across the road and were knocking a hole in its roof. Slates slid down the steeply slanting roof to shatter on the pavement below, but Colin was watching the action on his side of the street, the other side of the road was somebody else�s business.
There was a flurry of firing from the upper floors, interjected by grenade blasts as the Russian paratroopers contested the hallway and stairs. Had they had more time they would have dismantled the stairs, using a rope to pass between the floors and using the materials for barricades, but NATO had reacted too quickly for such advanced preparations.
The soldiers did not clear every room by first throwing in a grenade, some had collected rocks of roughly the same size as a fragmentation grenade, and to conserve their grenades they would occasionally toss in a rock, accompanied by the shouted warning, �Grenade!� It had the effect of causing any waiting paratroopers to duck, allowing the guardsmen to enter the room, firing into the corners of the room, furniture and any enemy in view. The cries of, �Room clear!� could be heard until the eventual �House clear!�
With one man acting as his runner, CSM Probert entered the house where he received a sitrep from the first team, he had one man walking wounded but there were three enemy dead, one wounded seriously and a prisoner. He listened as the report was made, merely nodding and clapping the NCO on the shoulder when he had finished, before taking the stairs two at a time.
Despite being two men down, Colin decided to up the pressure on the enemy and ordered a mousehole charge placed against the wall to the neighbouring house in the upper front and back rooms. In the confines of the house the blast of the first one was almost stunning to the attackers, but devastating to the defenders in the room beyond. Flying debris killed both Russians who had their backs against that wall, looking upwards and awaiting the sound of their attackers on the roof. As soon as the room was taken, the second charge was fired, and half the upper storey of the second house was taken in less than two minutes.
3 Platoon did not have it so straightforward with their second house, there was a narrow alley running between the two and they had decided on a roof to roof assault using a ladder they had found, to span the gap. They asked the Milan crews for help with an entry point, and a 6.7kg missile blew out a ten-foot section.
After an hours fighting Pat Reed decided that 1 Company was winded, half the village had been taken but the church, a probable strongpoint with its thick walls and the open ground provided by its graveyard required fresh troops so he passed 4 Company through them and into the assault.
Unlike the houses previously encountered, which had received minimal defensive works, the three hundred year old church had been prepared for defence. Wire mesh from garden fences and chicken coops had been secured over the empty windows, the beautiful, ornate stained glass windows having been removed by the Russians, to guard against glass shrapnel. The wire mesh prevented grenades from being thrown through into the building interior. Gravestones had been removed to clear the killing zone of the churchyard so not an inch was uncovered by fire, and the stones stacked 9� high and 6� deep in front of the single door, as a barricade it would take time to clear. CSM Probert had no doubt that dead-drops had been prepared below the windows inside, ready to ensnare or impale anyone coming through those possible entrances. The fact that the church steeple, which housed at least two snipers, grenadiers and a couple of machine guns, would need to be dealt with first, went without saying. A troop from the Dragoons was ready to begin dealing with the steeple, after which they would start on the tower it sat upon.
Colin had some ideas, or rather someone else�s, for dealing with the church, and sought out the 82nd�s Captain who commanded 4 Company. Neither man was in the business of ancient building preservation, if it came to a case of either the church, or their own men�s lives. The American was in full agreement and he sent his runner to scrounge for the necessary items along with the British CSMs.
The business of taking out the steeple and tower began, and the Russian�s were unable to do anything about it, half an hour later and the Challengers ceased fire, the top fifteen feet of tower and the steeple had fallen into rubble.
Rather than attempting a costly fire and manoeuvre action across the open ground, a withering hail of small arms fire was levelled at each possible firing point in the church. Under cover of this fire, three small groups of men from the 82nd Airborne crossed the churchyard to gain the base of the church wall. Despite the covering fire they left two of their number lying on the exposed ground. The lengths of wood they carried were used to lift, and hook plastic containers onto the wire mesh, wire coat hangers taped to the sides of the containers snared the mesh and the paratroopers withdrew, losing another man as they went.
The three explosions that followed were not produced by particularly large amounts of explosives, but the results were catastrophic for the defenders in the church.
�It�s a trick the PIRA used to employ against us in Ulster.� Colin had explained. �A three gallon can of petrol hooked on to the mesh, the explosives taped to the street side of the can vaporises the petrol as it is blasted into the building, and a coupla thou's of a second later the vapour ignites.� The home-made fuel/air weapons had turned the interior of the church into a furnace, which was now starting to cook off munitions either stored or in the pouches of the defending Russian airborne troops.
The fight for the opposite side of the street had halted whilst the church was dealt with, but now the fight there renewed, although with less resistance from the defenders, as the majority of their troops had been inside the strongpoint, and who were now very visibly and audibly lost.
The defenders started to withdraw, they were on a loser and they knew it, so they planned to bug out and find another spot to defend, but none made it out of the net the battalion had thrown around the village. A dozen eventually threw down their weapons and surrendered, they were all wounded and the ammunition was gone. Once they had been rounded up the advance to contact was resumed.
1 Platoon led the way out of the village but it did not take the road, that was too obvious and likely to be mined or DF'd, registered for pre-planned Defensive Fire, if the enemy had the munitions or mortars. They took to the fields to the south of the road, forming the point of the spearhead as the battalion continued west.
CSM Probert and his small platoon headquarters element emerged from the village behind the three infantry sections. He had with him his runner, the platoon sergeant, Oz, and an air defence team consisting of the big man from Lancashire, Gdsm Troper and his sidekick L/Cpl Veneer. So as not to draw special attention from an enemy, a platoon headquarters will try to look like any ordinary rifle section, staying well spread out and covering their arcs.
Troper wasn�t watching his arcs of fire when Oz kicked him in the backside; he was grouching to himself and examining the blisters on his hands. Oz walked beside him, telling him his fortune if he didn�t switch on, before doubling back to his place in the formation.
�I thought they were told to hold until the afternoon, at the very soonest?� said a sergeant lying to one side of Captain Bordenko. Nikoli reached across and retrieved his binoculars from him. �No plan survives first contact, sergeant� � he brought the binoculars up to his own eyes, �� we just have to keep chipping away at them.�
The first troops were starting to emerge out of the western end of the village, and shaking out into section sized arrowheads. Nikoli watched the men running across the snow to take up their positions; they were not burdened down with the bulky Bergen�s, they carried only their fighting order of webbing and the Bergens side pouches as �patrol packs�. They were all clad in arctic whites, and as they drew away from the darker background of the village, he had trouble picking them up against the snowfields backdrop that had coated the countryside. He started to lower the binoculars when one of the soldiers emerging from village caught his attention. There was something about the way he carried himself as he walked him behind one soldier and delivered a kick to the man�s backside, before walking beside him with his head canted over, no doubt dispensing some choice criticism. Nikoli had seen instructors at Brecon perform �corrective surgery� in the same manner, and he smiled to himself as it came to him who this man was. He watched Oz run back to where he had come from, and turn his head to speak as he passed one particular soldier. Nikoli focussed on that man and recognised him straight away. So, the enemy coming at them was the Coldstream Guards again, and he began looking for the distinctive American helmets, which would indicate some of the 82nd Airborne was still temporarily fighting alongside the survivors of the guards battalion. The next company to exit the village was American; Nikoli watched that company angle across the fields to take up position, rear right of the company his friends were in. Truly, they had sent the �First Eleven�, as Colin would say.
It was time to get back to their first positions, and after crawling backwards off the small rise Nikoli dropped down into the ditch they would use for their circuitous route. By walking in the ditches that bordered the fields they avoided leaving clearly visible tracks in the snow, a signpost stating �Bad Guys � This Way�.
Nikoli had collected the survivors from five aircraft that had been shot down before reaching their DZ�s, sixty-seven men, correction, thirty-five men now that the village had fallen, with which to delay the enemy.
All he could hope to do now was make a fighting withdrawal until they reached the first airborne brigade at its blocking point.
Military Flight One Four Eight: Same time.
The large Boeing in its blue and white livery was virtually empty; its five passengers were the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Senator Rickham and their aides. The parties occupied opposite ends of the aircraft and General Shaw had no wish for the seating arrangements to alter, so it was with some exasperation he reacted to Rickham�s appearance at his end. The aircraft had intended landing in the UK and collecting the politicians, doing a quick turn around and returning. Henry had waved off suggestions that they should have an escort across the Atlantic and back.
�From Europe to the US certainly, but that�s it. A no fly zone around the aircraft will suffice for the route in.� Mid way across the ocean they received news that their intended passengers were in Germany, not England, so the flight plan changed.
�Shaw, there are fighters on our wings; they appeared about ten minutes ago� are you attempting to intimidate me?�
Henry glanced out of the window, seeing not US aircraft but German Tornados, and managed to refrain from grinning in anticipation.
Rickham�s two aides had trailed dutifully after him, to Henry they looked more like whipping boys and girls than PAs, and the general suspected it was Rickham�s ability to bully then that had been the deciding factor in the senator s selection of them.
�Why would you think that I would want to intimidate you senator?�
�Because it�s the only thing that motivates Neanderthal�s, and so you think that it must be the same for everyone else.� he snapped back.
Henry kept his tone light.
�These would be the same Neanderthal�s that are the only thing keeping you from being forced to speak Russian� or Chinese, depending on who occupies the United States first, if we lose?�
�Don�t get smart with me Shaw� and you can address me as Sir!�
�Actually senator, I can�t� but to get back to the fighter escort, what makes you think that they would obey orders from me?�
Rickham turned puce.
�You�re the goddamned chairman Shaw; send them away� right now!�
�I�m afraid senator that the German air force does not take orders from American generals.�
Rickham opened his mouth to speak and then stopped, ducking down to peer out at the Tornados.
�What the hell are they doing out here!�
�It is not out here to them, we are entering German airspace.�
It took a second for that to factor in with the senator. �Shaw, we�re supposed to collection the Europeans from some place called Northolt, what�s going on?�
�At this critical time the British PM and the German Chancellor are seeing for themselves how their men are holding up, so we are landing at RAF G�tersloh and meeting them there.� A full two hours ago an airman had informed him of the change of destination, and General Shaw had told him to save his shoe leather and return to the communications centre. Henry had lied to the young man about informing the senator because he wanted to see his eyes when he realised he was in a war zone.
�Don�t worry its all of ten minutes away from the front� as the Flanker flies.� Henry smiled cheerily at the politician who had turned a worrying shade of grey, and now turned and pushed his aides unceremoniously out of the way as he hurried back to his seat.
The news that the aircraft was coming was kept as a closely guarded secret by the military, the �Air Force One� call sign was only used when the President was aboard so the next available military flight number was used. Civilians have radar screens too, and the establishing of a safe corridor to Germany, along with a fighter escort gave the game away. One air traffic controller at Reims ATC took a break, and made a call on his mobile phone from the car park of the air traffic control centre.
As ballsey as the US president had revealed himself to be, no one in the KGB really thought for one moment that the President would come so close to the front, in so visible a manner.
Nevertheless, they scramble activated a sleeper cell once the destination became obvious.
North of the Faeroe Isles: 1350hrs, same day.
There was almost absolute silence aboard the USS Twin Towers; men spoke in whispers as they went about their business. Captain Pitt was in sonar with a headset on, staring unseeingly at a mug of coffee before him on the commandeered workstation. He had been sat there with his shoulders hunched in concentration for over an hour, he hadn�t acknowledged the sailor who had placed the mug there, and he hadn�t touched it. A film had formed on its surface and it had grown cold. They had been in company with a Canadian vessel, the diesel submarine HMCS Victoria, until the Canadian went ahead to increase the chances of interception. That had been four hours before, and then seventy minutes ago there had been the sound of a torpedo in the water, followed by a submerged explosion and breaking up noises. Since then there had been nothing but the normal sounds of the sea, no clue as to what had occurred.
His head rose an inch as he heard something, and he looked sharply at the operator next to him.
�I don�t think it�s the Canadian, sir.� He consulted the digital read-outs before him but pulled a face. �Too far off to get a range or bearing Captain. Roughly east northeast is the best I can do.�
The faint sound, carried across ten miles of ocean by freak thermal eddies faded out.
�Jeez, those Canadians build quiet boats.�
�They didn�t build them.� Rick Pitt murmured. �HMCS Victoria used to be HMS Unseen, they were the Upholder class, built by the Brits and then sold almost as soon as they had been launched.�
The young sonar operator frowned.
�Why the hell did they want to go and pull a dumb stunt like that� those boats are ghosts?�
�Asshole's with more braid than brains or integrity, toadying to bigger assholes in government� � his voice tailed off as something again sounded from across the horizon.
Pitt wasn�t the expert here, and he was looking at the expert but saying nothing and waiting to be told what it was he was hearing.
�That�s a short sprint and a knuckle� nuclear plant, not the Canadian diesel� bearing zero eight zero degrees, maybe fifteen thousand yards, give or take.� The young man eventually told him. A �knuckle� is a noisy area of turbulence caused by a fast moving submarine making a radical turn, and the Captain didn�t think it likely that the enemy had done it out of boredom.
�Transients Captain� the operator murmured. �A torpedo in the water� there�s another one� and yet another.� He glanced at his panel. �Different bearings, zero seven seven degrees, zero eight zero and zero eight five degrees� differing high pitch screw sounds, two are Russian� we got us a gunfight out there, sir!�
It got quite noisy in the headsets and the sonarman kept him informed as best he could as to who was doing what. �Someone�s runnin�� it�s the Nuke, an Alpha I reckon� noise makers� more noise makers� that�s the Canadian� can�t hear the third sucker, but there�s definitely three boats out there� that�s a knuckle� hull poppin�, someone�s going up� now they�ve stopped� transient, Victoria got another one off �
Captain Pitt closed his eyes, trying to picture what was going on out there. There were now four torpedoes in the water, all acoustic and re-attacking if they got dummied. As much as he would have liked to have been in a position to assist the Canadians, submarine warfare doesn�t work like that. There is no IFF, identification friend or foe devices underwater, no easy way of telling who was who, and torpedoes are not exactly discriminating in whom they sink. A furball below the waves between multiple antagonists would undoubtedly result in friendly fire deaths, what the Brits called �blue on blues�.
After what seemed much longer, but was in reality just over four minutes, there was a hollow boom in his headset and his eyes flew open, someone had died. It was followed two seconds later by another almost identical sound, and he looked at the sonar operator.
�Different bearings sir� I got breaking up sounds, same bearings as the impacts� two guys jus� died, I guess.� It was just a figure of speech, but the breaking up sounds represented far more than just two men whose lives had been lost. Two ships companies had died, one undoubtedly soviet, because the remaining NATO vessels were either up north covering the Denmark Strait, or southeast between the Faeroes and Scotland. The big question was, Pitt asked himself, was HMCS Victoria the other?
RAF G�tersloh, Germany: Same time.
General Shaw walked down the airstair and held up five fingers to the waiting Royal Air Force staff cars as he joined a pair of ground technicians examining the starboard landing gear. Rickham was already inside the car and shouted angrily at the general to �move his ass�, and when he was ignored he snapped at the young woman in uniform behind the wheel to pick the general up later. He had himself ignored the Group Captain who commanded the RAF Station, walking quickly past him at the bottom of the airstair without a glance or a nod to acknowledge the salute he had been given, heading straight for the car.
The driver did not like her boss being treated like a lackey, or a general officer being sworn at by a bloody overweight civilian, and she certainly wasn�t taking orders from the arrogant sod, so she ignored him.
There was nothing left of the front outer tyre on the gear, it had shredded and now lay in fragments along the length of the runway where airmen were already collecting them, lest they get sucked into an engine intake.
�That looks nasty?�
Henry had changed into attire more fitting to a war zone before they had landed and both airmen looked up at the speaker and saw the black woven stars on his collar. The camouflage material of the generals� jacket and trousers wasn�t what they expected from someone with five stars, the boots too showed signs of wear, this wasn�t a man expecting to take any salutes from troops passing in revue. The faded webbing holster had sat on the same hip in Vietnam when Shaw had been a young lieutenant and other clothing and equipment had seen Grenada, Panama, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Somalia and Afghanistan when muck and bullets had been in the air. There had been a few other places in between, unpublicised and �deniable� actions where politics by other means, had been extended.
They started to rise but he gestured them to stay where they were.
�Sir, it happens now and again, but then again the Reds paid us a visit yesterday and it could have been caused by a piece of sharp shrapnel lying on the runway that we missed.�
There was nothing there to indicate in any way that a sniper a quarter mile from the end of the runway had shot out the tyre.
Henry looked around the field, the snow had left a white blanket across everything, including bomb craters and as he squinted, he could now make out indentations in the otherwise flat surface of the aerodrome. The station�s control tower was a pile of fire charred rubble, and a hangar was in ruins, no doubt there was other damage he could not see but the place was open for business anyway. The loss of AWAC cover had given the enemy a number of opportunities to sortie raids behind the lines, but now that the AWACs that had covered North Cape were overhead, albeit with exhausted crews, the hole was plugged.
�Have you got any tyres like these on the base?�
�No sir, my flight sergeant is givin� Lufthansa a bell, they probably won�t fly one in but it�ll only take a couple of hours by road. We�ll get the jacks under your bus straightaway so we can stick it straight on.�
Henry was about to tell them he wouldn�t be going back on that aircraft, but a flight of RAF Jaguars taking off would have meant him shouting, so he didn�t bother. Giving the men a nod and a smile he headed toward the waiting staff cars that drove them into the camp to the station command centre.
To Rickham�s annoyance the female RAF corporal walked around the car to open the generals� door first, it was left to one of the senators aides to scurry across from the second car to open it for his boss, not that he received any thanks.
Henry�s aide put away his cell phone.
�Transports just being cleared through at the guardroom sir.�
�Thanks Manuel� there�s an old friend I have to see first, it�ll only take a minute.�
Inside the hardened shelter Senator Rickham�s public face asserted itself upon his face as he entered the room where the British Prime Minister, German Chancellor and the foreign ministers of the Spanish, French, Dutch, Belgian, Danish, Swedish, Norwegian and Portuguese governments were gathered. The British PM looked towards the doorway and beamed, striding across the room; Rickham�s smile almost mirrored it as he stepped forward and reached out his hand.
�Henry Shaw!� The Prime Minister of Great Britain walked past the politician and pumped the generals� hand. �Are you still hung over from that party in Madam Woo�s whorehouse?�
�How kind of you to remember Mr Prime Minister� and to announce it so publicly too.� Henry replied in an ironic tone but with a big grin, and then replied just as loudly. �The last time I saw you, you were in a swamp with your trousers around your ankles, and someone was using a cigarette butt to get the leeches off your ass.�
�You always had a steady hand General.�
Rickham�s smile was looking distinctly plastic when Henry made the introductions, and then made his apologies, as he had to hit the road and would arrange his own transport back stateside.
It had begun to snow again outside as he climbed into the Canadian army M113 for the journey to SACEURs new sanctum, General Allain was but one of a number of people he had to see over the next few days.
West of Wuitterlingen, Germany: 1530hrs
The point section had been moving steadily on for the first hour, crossing fields, scrubland and moving through copses of trees. Had it not been snowing then they would have changed their camouflage as they moved, stuffing handfuls of whatever was growing in the field they were entering, into elastic sown to their clothing and equipment, and changing it for whatever was prolific in the next. The snow and the Arctic Whites they were clad in made that unnecessary, so they concentrated on watching their arcs and waiting to be shot at.
The section commanders were busy all the time, trying to read the ground ahead as an enemy might see it. The sections moved with �One foot on the ground� at all times, either a pair of riflemen or the gun group would be lying in cover and up in the aim, covering the rest as they advanced, whether anyone was shooting or not. As soon as someone else ducked into cover to take over the duty, they�d get up and double away to take up their positions until the next time it was their turn. The section commanders were also busy. L/Cpl Orden, the section commander of the lead section, was pointing out landmarks, and potential cover if they came under fire, it came across commentary like.
�Section, five hundred, one o�clock� bushy top tree� to be known as, bushy top tree� section, three hundred, ten o�clock� stone wall, right hand corner of wall to be known as, wall� see this stream bank on our right? If we come under fire in the next fifty metres we�ll take cover there.� Objects that would assist in indicating targets were adopted as they came into view, and discarded once they had been passed, and cover was pointed out as the section moved. Every other section commander was carrying out the same task for their own men, as well as trying to second-guess the enemy by trying to put themselves in the enemy�s shoes.
Taking cover when a single round passes you does not, in the eyes of the British Army, constitute as reacting to effective enemy fire. Rounds, plural, have to be coming in amongst you and your mates or, you start taking casualties, for it to count.
As the leading platoon approached a thick stand of conifers on a section of rolling heath land, a Guardsman spun around and fell on his face with a strangled cry. The crack of the high velocity round was followed a second later by the thump of the rifle that had fired it, and the men of 1 Section went to ground. 2 and 3 Sections, along with platoon headquarters were out of sight of the lead section when contact was made, but a second after the shot was fired L/Cpl Orden was on the air to CSM Probert.
�Hello One One this is One One Alpha� contact, wait out!�
Colin moved forward parallel with 2 and 3 Sections, impatient for a full contact report but having to allow the man time. He sent his own to the company commander, who in turn would send one to Lt Col Reed.
The theory behind the arrowhead formation is that the enemy �bumps� the lead section, but cannot necessarily see the entire unit. With the battalion spread out and angled away on both flanks from the point of contact, it is theoretically able to manoeuvre in order to flank the enemy at that point.
A real live enemy is seldom as obliging as the ones provided for exercise purposes, and Nikoli was determined to bloody the battalions nose.
Colin had just got into a position where he could see his lead section when its section commander sent a full contact report.
�Hello One One this is One One Alpha, over.�
�One One send over.�
�One One Alpha, contact one minute ago, single round fired from copse at grid 4720, 7331, I have one Indian down� enemy not seen, over!�
�One One, roger� out.�
He didn�t give any orders, L/Cpl Orden knew what had to be done now, so he left him to it and passed on the report quickly and began a combat appreciation.
Less than two minutes had passed since the shot had been fired, and the casualty was lying in the open, unmoving. The British Army does not waste ammunition by shooting up all available cover, they had to locate the enemy first, and use the ammunition to win the fire fight. No further shots had been fired, which meant the firer had either bugged out or was waiting for someone else to show themselves. Under the circumstances they had no option but to offer him a target to shoot at, and one of the Guardsmen half rose from cover and then dropped out of sight again before crawling sideways, as his position was now compromised.
Colin kept the two remaining sections gun groups and a rifleman from each, which also carried M203 grenade launchers. Oz, who had the light mortar ready, had ten rounds each of smoke and HE laid out ready to use. In addition to their own ammunition, each member of the platoon carried four rounds for the mortar, one para illum, one smoke and two HE rounds. Colin sent the remainder of the platoon back twenty-five metres in readiness for a flanking move should it prove necessary, and they dropped off some of their mortar rounds as they passed Oz.
Lying behind a slight rise in the ground Colin watched a second Guardsman try to draw fire, but there was neither sound nor movement from the copse. Behind him the rest of the battalion had gone to ground, and if there was no reaction from the wood then they would have to assume the firer had left, so getting on the radio he ordered the section commander to send two men skirmishing forwards whilst the remainder covered them.
The lead section was two hundred metres away from the copse, and Nikoli watched the pair of riflemen come on, allowing them to get to with seventy-five metres before he tapped his machine gunner and a rifleman on the shoulders.
By agreement the paratrooper with the AKM fired first, aiming at the covering man�s face, which was all that was visible behind the SLR he was aiming at the copse. The young Guardsman�s head snapped viciously back, and the machine gunner fired a short five round burst at the moving man as he started to drop into cover. All five rounds scored, dropping the soldier.. The moment they fired, the Russian paratroopers all put their heads down and scrambled backwards on their bellies six feet to the shallow trenches they had hacked into the frozen earth. The Guards reply was almost instantaneous; the muzzle flashes had been seen against the dark background in the trees. Before Nikoli or his men had gained the trenches, 7.62mm rounds were chewing up the bank behind which they had fired, and cracking overhead, spilling snow from burdened boughs, gouging bark from the trees and amputating small branches. These rounds were no danger to Nikoli, they were protected by the bank from direct fire, but the grenades and mortar rounds were a different matter.
Oz had four HE rounds in the air before the first reach the ground, the mortar rounds and grenades straddled the area, one 51mm mortar round landing in the machine gunners trench.
An infantry section can take on up to three enemy riflemen, but they won�t handle a machine alone, not if there is support about.
Colin originally had a potential section assault to deal with, now it had developed into a platoon attack, and from what he could see of the ground it had the potential to become at least a company job, inasmuch as there was good concealment for at least an enemy platoon. The enemy in the copse had not revealed themselves all at once, so they weren�t beginners at this stuff. To the left of the copse was dead ground that ran to the rear of the trees, and to the right it was flat with little cover, until it sloped gradually upwards to meet dense scrub three hundred metres beyond.
CSM Probert thought about going left flanking, then dismissed it as too obvious, and the same went for the open ground on the right. True, he could drop smoke and dummy left whilst using the screen to go right, but he didn�t like the thick scrub behind it. He thought about it but alarm bells were ringing in his head.
�Stuff this, for a game of soldiers!� he muttered to himself and rolled onto his back, rapping the magazine on his rifle with his knuckles to get the attention of the men within earshot. Holding up three splayed fingers he then tapped them three times on his left bicep, then opened his hand crab-like and sat it on his head. He repeated the signal, except using two fingers instead of three, summonsing Oz and the section commanders behind him for a quick orders group.
�Okay, gee your guys up, we�re going through the front door� I don�t think these people are on their own, I think the rest are in depth, waiting on us going left or right flanking. Sarn�t Osgood� send a gun group further left to where they can shoot us right into the treeline without us blocking their fields of fire, but warn them to be ready for a reaction from the left once the smoke clears and they see we haven�t played their game� I want the other gun group on the right� same story, but they are to switch fire and hammer the thick scrub at the top of the slope five hundred metres from what will be their front, the moment we reach the trees. Sarn�t Osgood, collect more smoke and HE, because I want smoke masking our right from that scrub, I want it in the trees and in the dead ground on the left, then once we gain the treeline I want a couple of HE rounds dropped on the scrub on the right, where the guns are switching too, okay?� He looked from face to face before continuing. �Two Section left� Three right, leave a hole for One Section in the centre� L/Sgt Tilly, I�ll go as far as One Section as your left hand man, then I�ll join One Section and we�ll all skirmish up to the trees from there as a platoon, then fight-through as sections� important, there is to be no, I repeat no exit out the far side of the copse by any of our boys� understood?� He got nods all round. �I�m going to give the company commander a bell and let him know what we are doing, and to ask for the Mortar Platoon to set up ready to drop 81 mil� on that thick scrub. They won�t do it just on a whim from me, but if I�m right then that is where their main strength is, and they will show themselves once the right hand gunners and Sarn�t Osgood rattle their cage� you�ve got five minutes to get them briefed and organised, so get yer skates on!� The three NCOs hurried away and Colin quickly briefed L/Cpl Orden by radio before switching to the company net.
�Hello One this is One One, long message over.�
�One, send over.�
�One One, estimate that there is now a gun group at location previously given. My sub unit is going frontal in figs five� I suspect that there are enemy in the scrub area to the right rear of our present contact, in expectation of a flanking move by ourselves. I would suggest consideration be given to hooking callsign One Three around to approach that scrub from its own right rear. Mortar fire mission follows� roger so far, over?�
�One roger, over.�
Colin paused for three seconds to allow any other station with a message for the company commander to interrupt, but there was silence so he continued.
�One One, should we encounter enemy in the suspect location my Sunray Minor will call upon the mortars for the following fire mission� grid 4721, 7329� range five hundred� bearing, four three, three zero magnetic, low ridge with scrub� HE� eliminate. My Sunray Minor will give the word if enemy become evident� over?�
The company commander repeated the fire mission details back to Colin before warning him that he was indeed sending 3 Platoon wide right before signing off. 3 Platoons Warriors were summoned from the rear to carry the troops part way, as it would take too long for the platoon to hoof it that distance and still catch any enemy on the wrong foot. Pat Reed was informed and two of the 81mm mortars were set up.
During this time L/Cpl Orden had been controlling his men�s rate of fire, as had the gun group commanders.
Inside the copse, Nikoli and his remaining man waited for the grenades and mortar to cease before shifting left at a low crawl. He didn�t bother to check for signs of life from the gunner, there was not much left of him, and the irreplaceable weapon was bent in the middle.
Their new position was a similar trench in the middle of the copse with a depression in the ground nearby that would offer some protection for them on their way out.
Colin tagged onto the end of L/Sgt Tilly�s section and took a quick look around. His platoon were set, and he could see 3 Platoons Warriors moving slowly forwards to pick up their �Indians�. They would wait until gunfire from the assault masked their engine noises and then put their foot down, pick up the platoon and then turn 90�, going wide before curving around so as not to alert the enemy.
The desultory fire of the past few minutes leapt forwards in tempo. Sgt Osgood shot off smoke rounds as fast as he could. There was little in the way of a breeze, so he couldn�t just drop it upwind and let it drift across the desired area. Once the screen was in place Colin pressed his �send� switch.
�Go, go, go!� and 2 and 3 Sections went into the assault.
The choking smoke, rounds whipping through the copse and M203 grenades dropping amongst the trees announced to the pair of Russian paratroopers that the NATO troops were coming. Using his radio he called up the Sergeant who was his second in command.
�Kambra Two, this is One.�
�Go ahead One.�
�Which way are they going, left or right?�
�I can�t tell, they dropped smoke all over.�
�Even to your front?�
�That�s a roger.�
Nikoli knew that the rounds for the light mortar had to be carried by the men and that made their supply limited, until they received a replen. They were used sparingly, so what he was being told made no sense.
�Kambra Two, it was a stray round, yes?�
�Negative� there goes another� they are thickening it up!�
It told Nikoli that they hadn�t taken the bait, he released the radio handset and spat in frustration.
�Mud�a!�
The Paratrooper by his side glanced at him in surprise, before resuming his efforts to see through the smoke.
�Kambra Two, this is One� leave an MG team to cover us, and pull out now. No buts or argument Sergeant, they are wise to us� see you at the RV.�
After a moment or twos pause, Nikoli received a peeved reply.
�Roger� withdrawing.� With a jerk of his head he indicated to his companion it was time to go and they left the trench, scrambling across the snowy carpet.
Oz stopped dropping smoke in the copse when the platoon was a hundred metres from the wood; it would hinder the business of fighting through the objective once they got there. At twenty-five metres out the copse was masking the men from the suspected danger points at the left and right rear, so he allowed the smoke screen to dissipate. As it became too dangerous for the gun groups to continue shooting the men in, the left hand group ceased fire and watched their front, whilst the right switched fire to the scrub to their own front.
Once clear of the copse Nikoli broke into a dead run, half afraid that high explosive rounds would be dropped behind the copse to stop such a move as this. However, the strip of trees was too narrow and therefore the danger to their own troops too great in mortaring this area.
He could tell that the Guards were in amongst the trees now by the shouting of the British NCOs, exercising control to ensure there were no blue on blues and no enemy was missed.
The flash of tracer caught the corner of his eye; it was red and therefore NATO. A GPMG gunner was walking bursts steadily across the low scrubby ridge where his Sergeant had left a gun group to cover himself and his surviving man from the copse. To his great anger his own gunner decided to take on the GPMG, and green soviet tracer arced back in reply, instead of staying quiet until they were needed.
The Russian PK was similar in virtually every manner to the GPMG, which is not surprising as all successful creations have their imitators. Having goaded a reaction from the enemy the Guards gunners put their heads down, and Oz initiated the fire mission.
Nikoli and his man had reached dead ground by the time 1 Platoon had satisfied themselves that the enemy had bugged out, and began to hurriedly dig in. An army generally knows the location of its own positions, and when one is overrun they will call in a fire mission as a matter of course, always providing they have the wherewithal to do it. Even so, the best time to retake a position is immediately after it has fallen, before the enemy can get organised. So the Guardsmen dug in, in preparation for a counter attack.
The mortars of 1CG and their mates in the 82nd had had a lot of practice of late, and their first rounds were 'on', and the next dozen plastered the low ridge.
By the time they arrived at the RV the sound of Warrior engines could be heard, it was small comfort to the young Captain that they had avoided the greater losses that would have resulted from being hit on the flank and possibly being rolled up. They had lost three men and delayed the enemy for less than half an hour, not an outstanding performance in anyone�s book, and that it would have worked against less experienced troops was no comfort. Since dawn he had lost half of his men, they had no targets for the anti-tank weapons because of the infantry on foot, and he couldn�t see the situation changing. Once it got dark the enemy would laager up, like the wagon train circling its wagons, except the cowboys wouldn�t be hiding behind them, they would be outside and dug in where they could protect the armour, and patrolling aggressively trying to find the Indians.
�Perhaps we should get the cars and join the rest of the brigade?� the sergeant suggested. They had the commandeered vans and family cars from the village for transportation, and as he thought about it Nikoli had to agree that it was an option, but he wasn�t ready to give up quite yet. Removing his map he gestured for the sergeant to sit beside him. He pointed out their present location and then tapped his finger to the northwest.
�There is the forest, it is to one side of the NATO line of advance. Behind their infantry are their APCs and tanks, behind them their artillery and behind those are the logistical support.� He said, becoming more decisive as he thought about it. �We�ve tried sitting in front to delay them, and we nearly got run over, so� we hide up until they are passing and then take out their supply train.�
�It�s certainly a better idea than what we�ve done so far, Captain.�
�Okay then, let us get to where we hid the cars and get going.�
RAF G�tersloh, Germany: 1823hrs, same day.
The tarpaulin was pulled back to reveal the single item being carried on the civilian lorry's flatbed. RAF Policemen had the driver and his mate out of the cab and stood in the open as they searched the vehicle just outside the entrance to the RAF Station. The two civilian�s apprehension at the way a police dog handler�s German Shepherd was eyeing them hungrily, was entirely genuine. In addition to the canine threat, an RAF Regiment soldier was pointing an LSW very deliberately at them from a concrete sangar.
Eventually a corporal approached them having telephoned the Lufthansa Head Office to verify their credentials.
�That�s a big tyre you have there, Herr Koenig.� He said in passable German. He handed over their invoice and identity cards but retained the vehicle keys.
�Our maintenance troops will take it from here. If you will follow me into the Guardroom, its warmer and you can have a coffee whilst we unload.�
The driver looked as if he was going to object to a serviceman driving his rig, but a string of saliva was hanging from the corner of the German Shepherds mouth and its ears were erect in anticipation, so the objection died before it had even been uttered. Having checked that the invoice bore a signature of receipt he shrugged and the pair allowed themselves to be steered through the gate.
One hour later the vehicle pulled back up to the gate and an airman jumped down from the cab, leaving the engine running and waved. The snow had stopped and there were gaps in the clouds, a rarity of late, but it threatened a cold and icy night, so the Corporal advised them not to rush on their way home and brief goodbyes were exchanged.
As they had been carrying what were technically war stores, the driver had a pass permitting them to use the autobahn, but they didn�t use it on the way back, sticking to side roads instead. Ten miles outside of Bielefeld they pulled into a field and drove the truck out of sight of the road, stopping beside a civilian car. They weren�t to know that at the same time they were pulling out of the field in the car, a man walking his dog twenty miles away was peering down to see what the dog was trying to unearth from beneath a mound of shovelled snow. The real Albert Koenig and his drivers mate would take some time to identify, both bodies were naked and the exit wounds had removed most of their facial features.
North of the Faeroes: Same time.
Captain Pitt was giving very serious consideration to going to his bunk and closing his eyes, instead of sitting here in sonar pretending to just rest them. There was a red mark on his forehead, he had slipped into that state of half sleep and weird dreams, that end as the head drops forward suddenly, leaving one looking around quickly to see if anyone has noticed. On the last occasion his forehead had met the rim of the coffee mug and there was now a wet patch on his right thigh from the cold contents that had sloshed out with the impact.
He glanced at the sonarman beside him and realised that at some point the watch had changed, because there was a different man in that seat now.
It slowly dawned on him that the new occupant of the seat next to his was sitting as still as a statue, and it brought to his mind a gun dog pointing, which wasn�t far from the truth. The sophisticated towed array was picking up out of place noises and feeding it up the cable to the sonar suite where her computer sifted out the ordinary and highlighted the unusual.
�I�m getting faint pump sounds, far off. But I think there�s someone else out there too, a lot closer� coming on real slow like.�
The weariness dropped away from the Captain, and he re-seated the headphones that had become skewed at some point. Pump sounds meant nuclear power plants, and the soviets hadn�t cracked the problem of quietening high-pressure pumps yet to the point of near silence. It wouldn�t be a nuke that the man heard; it would be a diesel boat. �What am I listening for?�
�It�s like someone far off, panning for gold, sir.�
Eventually his untrained ears caught the sound, it actually did sound like wet sand on tin, but he frowned as he tried to make out what was causing it, he couldn�t but his sonarman could.
�I heard this before, last year in the Gulf. I was in the Boise and we followed an Iranian Kilo for a week. She�d been tied up for the previous six months and they hadn�t cleaned the barnacles off of the blades. You gotta have a clean boat or it don�t matter none how slow you go, or how good your systems are, you�ll get heard.�
�Is it the Victoria?�
He got an emphatic shake of the head from that.
�I�ve heard the Victoria, and that boat out there is a diesel, but it ain�t her sir.�
�Range, bearing and speed?�
�Just an estimation sir� 7000 yards, zero five zero, three knots, designate as Sierra Two Four. The only thing I�m certain of is the speed sir and that fact that she�s down here below the layer with us, or we wouldn�t have heard her� I�d allow some error in the rest.�
Pitt clapped him on the shoulder and left the sonar suite, he had a nagging doubt, a worry about the closer contact. What if it was Victoria, and she had sustained battle damage to her propeller, which was what they were hearing? But if that was the case then why hadn�t one of the other enemy vessels, which he knew were out there, attacked her!
He put himself in the shoes of the senior soviet captain; he knew that NATO would have submarines in blocking positions, and more than just one. His best chance of achieving his ultimate goal of stopping the convoys was his guided missile submarines, so he�d use his SSKs, his quiet diesels to feel the way ahead, keeping the missile boats safely at the back.
�Okay people let�s set this up, we�ll go up slowly above the layer and send two Mk-48s out at intervals, bearing zero six zero, a thousand yards between them and on low speed settings. Keep them above the layer and go back under ourselves. When number one is at seven thousand yards we turn them in and drop them under the layer, keep them on passive and see what happens.�
USS Twin Towers rose slowly from six hundred feet to ninety-seven and launched two torpedoes along the bearing the captain had decided on, and then descended to four hundred feet to listen once more. Captain Pitt used the time to put his head under a cold tap and wolf down some sandwiches and coffee brought from the galley. He was feeling more human by the time his weapons officer informed him the first torpedo was approaching the required range. Both weapons turned to port and descended below the layer, and then things happened fast.
�Captain� two has acquired� one has acquired also, both have the same contact!�
�Con, sonar� designate new target as Sierra Two Five, classify as improved Kilo class� range 5900 yards, bearing zero five nine, speed three knots!�
He looked at the plot, it wasn�t right, not at all what he had expected unless the sonar had the barnacled diesel all wrong as regards position.
�Override on number one� keep it heading the way it was before acquisition.� Number two was still being held under control at low speed, its sensors on passive mode but two minutes later its quarry began to accelerate.
�Con, sonar� Sierra Two Five has heard number two� noisemakers in the water� transient, transient� Sierra Two Five has launched two weapons along the bearing to number two!�
Pitt called to his weapons officer.
�Weps!�
�Sir?�
�Go active on both weapons, cut the wire on two but keep number one under our control, remain at low speed and reload tube two with Mk-48.�
�Aye, aye sir�  active mode on both weapons� cutting loose number two but retaining control of number one at low speed, reloading tube two with Mk-48!�
�Captain, number one has acquired Sierra Two Four!�
�Con, sonar� classify Sierra Two Four as Whiskey class, range 6700, bearing zero five two, speed three knots!�
�Weps, accelerate number one and cut the wire.�
�Aye sir, cutting the wire on number one!�
�Weps� reload tube one with Mk-48.�
�Aye, aye sir� reloading tube number one with Mk-48.�
To the northeast the improved Kilo, the Kilo (I), had defeated the Mk-48s first attack after it went for a noisemaker. The torpedo came through the cloud of bubbles being generated by the deception device and started to turn to starboard, the way the Kilo (I) had gone but corrected its turn and came to port instead.
�Con, sonar� number two has acquired a fresh target� range� range 3000, Captain there�s a third boat out there, bearing zero three three, speed three knots, heading� its coming right at us, designate as Sierra Two Six, classify as improved Kilo class� her outer doors are opening!�
How the hell did they get so close, thought Pitt?
�Flood three and four� open outer doors�  match bearings with Sierra Two Six and shoot, then cut the wires and reload with Mk-48!�
�Con, sonar� transients, transients� torpedoes in the water, range 3000, bearing zero three three� time to impact two minutes forty!�
�Three fired electrically sir� weapon running normally� Four fired electrically� weapon running normally� wires cut, closing outer doors!�
The time had come to run, until the torpedoes heading their way were defeated, after which they would re-engage.
�Hard a-starboard, bring us around to� two one three� all ahead flank� make your depth fifty feet.�
The best way to defeat a torpedo was to run from it as fast as you could, and head for the noisy surface above, where every bit of distraction could be used to throw the weapons off target.
The Captain had forgotten one item, and it was trailing behind them on the end of a six hundred-yard cable.
�Con, sonar, towed array is still deployed!�
Pitt kicked himself mentally for not hauling it in as soon as the first torpedo had acquired, adrenaline may be coursing through him, but tiredness has a way of making you forget things. The array would slow them by several knots, and although he could order the cable cut they may very well need it again before they saw Newport News and its replacement. He nodded to the O.O.W and the cable began to wind in.
�Con, sonar� time to impact one minute five!�
USS Twin Towers had completed her turn and was making 18knots with the speed increasing with every turn as the reactor opened up. Captain Pitt gripped the back of one of the planesmen�s seats and altered his stance as the bow rose.
�Con, sonar� lost contact with number one� sound of explosion at zero five one!�
A glance at the digital plot showed the track of the old Whiskey boat and the Mk-48 converge and then the returns faded. The contacts were no longer as solid as they had been when the Seawolf class hunter/killer had been poodling along at three knots, as their speed increased so their sonar reception degraded accordingly. Sierra Two Five, the first Kilo (I) had disappeared from the plot, but they had the second still only due to the sonar from weapons three and four deflecting off its hull. Her captain was apparently of the old school, accelerating towards the threat to close the gap before the weapons had enough time to arm, and ejecting noisemakers to try and throw off number two, which was approaching from the stern. It was a gutsy move and Pitt wondered what the man was like, did he agree with this war, or was he just doing his duty despite his personal feelings? Thirty seconds later both three and four struck within seconds of each other, and five seconds after that number twos track converged with theirs, all three Mk-48s had armed.
�Con, sonar� fifty seconds to impact!�
�Depth?� Pitt commanded.
�Two hundred twenty feet, sir!�
�Full rise on the planes� give me 110�% on the reactor, and none of that Dylithium crystals shit!� Despite the tension there were one or two smiles, but not from the captain who was doing the math in his head. He had to shift his feet, leaning for�ard as the deck canted higher.
�Close all watertight doors� Chief of the Boat!�
�Captain?�
�Ensure all hatches and bulkheads door lights show dogged!�
�Aye, sir� all hatches show sealed, Captain!�
�Weps� at one hundred feet launch the five and a half inch counter-measures� and as soon as we enter the layer, come right to three two zero!�
He looked at the depth gauge, it seemed to crawl upwards, and then he, and everyone else aboard heard the sonar pings upon the hull over all the machinery noise. Bingbing� bingbing� bingbing. Both torpedoes were locked on and their combined sonars sounded a double beat upon the American. The countermeasures launched either side of the hull and immediately began producing gas bubbles as they gyrated in the USS Twin Towers wake.
No matter what task the crew was performing, they were all conscious of the fact that death could be seconds away.
Bingbing� bingbing� bing� bing.
�Con, sonar� nearest weapon has gone for the starboard countermeasure.�
The Captain nodded but kept his eyes in the depth gauge, they were entering the thermal layer, and above them were the noisy waves and suddenly there was silence from the hull.
�Coming right to three two zero, Captain.�
�Cox�n� ease off on the dive planes, we don�t want to broach.�
Almost a minute past and Pitt allowed himself to relax a tad. I think we�ve seen the last of those particular torpedoes, he told himself, time to slow down and re-engage before�  He didn�t get to finish that particular train of thought.
Bing� � � bing� � .bing� bing..bing.bing.bingbingbingbing
�Hard left rudder� .brace for impact!�
The Russian USET-80, 533mm torpedoes had both gone for the noisy counter measures as the submarines sonar returns became distorted by the layer, giving confusingly contradictory range and bearing data. However, the second weapon, travelling a little behind the first, had curved upwards, almost vertically into the cloud of bubbles and out the other side, straight into the thermal layer where it turned hard to port with the intention of reacquiring. Travelling at 50knots it had emerged above the layer before the USS Twin Towers, but pointing in the opposite direction. It acquired the submarine as it completed its turn and swept toward it, still travelling at twice the speed of the vessel. Captain Pitt had just ordered the hard turn to port when the torpedoes short-range side scan sonar received a solid return, it was designed for events such as near misses and it performed its function, triggering the proximity fuse. 661 pounds of TNT detonated just fifty feet from the Twin Towers stern, fracturing her single propeller shaft as the unleashed energies were transferred to the vessel�s hull. No one aboard remained on their feet as the whole vessel bucked with the force of the detonation, steam lines ruptured, electrical fires started in three compartments and the vessel was plunged into darkness as circuit breakers overloaded.
Normal lighting had been restored by the time Captain Pitt came to, with an unpleasant taste of blood and shattered teeth in his mouth. His face felt odd but when he tried to bring his right hand up to it he gagged with the pain and vomited onto the deck plates. His wrist hadn�t just broken; he had a compression fracture from automatically putting his hands out to save himself from the up rushing deck. White bone, jagged at the end was protruding through the flesh of his forearm, and on the deck plates before him was a pool of congealing blood, smeared by his own face. He felt hands turning him over and almost screamed aloud as feeling returned to his left arm, it was broken also but not as dramatically as the compound fracture of the right wrist.
�Steady Captain, you face butted the deck and you ain�t likely to be voted best looking anything for a bit. Stay still while we check you over, sir.�
His vision was blurred and he realised he probably had a concussion, but he thought he recognised the Bosuns mate.
�I need a damage and situation report first.�
�Sir, we�re sat on the surface, the Chief of the Boat got us here, everyone one else was out of it, mainly everyone that is. We had some fire but it�s out now� flooding in the engine room but the pumps are handling it. We�re dead in the water as far as propulsion goes, but we got electrical power back. There�s lots of injured like yourself and five dead, sorry sir.�
�Where is the Chief, I need to speak to him.�
�Sir� he was one of the dead, his back was broke but he could still shout orders, he lay on his back giving encouragement and directions when yelling was inappropriate. All the officers was injured too, but the Chief, well� he was a good man sir. A little while after we got up top, well he just stopped talking and we realised he was dead too.�
�How can we still be afloat� what the hell happened?�
The bosuns mate finished examining him and sat back on his haunches.
�The way I figure it, we was still reeling in the array when that thing went off, so I reckon the torpedo struck it, instead of us.�
A sick bay orderly came up and the mate stood to give him room to work. �Who has the boat?�
�Mr Hannigan sir, he had a dislocated shoulder but he�s got things under control, with a little help from us older hands� .hell of a first cruise for him.�
Pitt could only nod in reply, and then the orderly produced a syringe.
�Sorry sir but I need to reset those breaks before I can move you, I�m putting you under for a while.�
The Captain open his mouth to protest but he felt a sharp jab and seconds later darkness closed in.
United States Embassy, London: 2005hrs, same day.
The Commissioner did not enter the embassy through the front doors in Grosvenor Square, but via Blackburne Mews at the rear of the building, and into the indoor garage. His driver remained with the car as he was met by a junior staff member and escorted upstairs to Arnie Petrucci�s office. The CIA Head of Station rose from his desk and crossed the room. �Commissioner, thank you for coming.�
They shook hands briefly and waited for the escort to withdraw from the room, closing the door after him before seating themselves and getting down to business. The policeman opened his briefcase and handed over notes, and a small bottle containing a tissue sample.
�The Grampian Police are a little put out that you wouldn�t take them at their word.�
�Their Chief Constable seems like a good guy to have around, I�ll call him tomorrow morning and square things� it�s not that we doubt their ability, we just need to get a second opinion to be entirely certain that the remains are of Major Bedonavich. It would be a hell of a thing to carry on running what it is we are running if he was in fact in their hands and being worked on.�
The Commissioner made no attempt to draw Arnie on what the operation was; he just sat there quietly.
�Have you had any success with tracking down the killers?�
�Yes, and no. A Ford Transit van was found burnt out on the outskirts of Aberdeen, not an unusual occurrence for the area in which it happened, but this one had a body inside it, death was from gunshot wounds.�
�Score one for Constantine then.�
The policeman nodded.
�Possibly.� It would be a few days yet before the scene had been examined to everyone�s satisfaction, and a firm picture of who had done what, was established.
�In the meantime we are checking CCTV footage in shops, chemists and petrol filling stations between the scene and Aberdeen. DNA examination of the male and female found at the scene show them to be east European, but immigration have no trace of their dabs on file.�
�So they were illegals?�
�Not necessarily, their fingerprints would only be taken if they had applied for residency, not tourism or business.� The Commissioner rose to his feet. �If there is nothing more Mr Petrucci, then I will be on my way?�
Arnie led him to the door and with a shake of hands the policeman left with his escort, leaving the American to summons a courier who would take the tissue sample to Langley for a second comparison against one they already held.
Mao carrier group, Java Sea south of Borneo:
0910hrs, same day:
Vice Admiral Putchev smiled and nodded his thanks to the crewman as he took the proffered mug from the tray. Captain Hong himself smiled as he watched the simple act of politeness, and found he was also saying thank you when the tray was next offered. The Russian�s command style, so in contrast to that of the authoritarian Chinese system, was definitely rubbing off on him.
After sipping at the beverage appreciatively, he turned to the Russian.
�What did you say goes into this?�
�Cocoa and sherry� but you can use any sweet wine really.�
�It is� unusual, but agreeable for all that.�
�I spent three months as an observer with NATO, aboard the British destroyer HMS Devonshire. A strange peoples the British, but I got quite fond of this on cold nights in the Atlantic. A far more pleasant product of those islands than their skinny women and cricket.�
Hong took up his night glasses and swept the horizon. All radars with the exception of a merchantman forty miles ahead of the fleet were powered down. Despite her looks, the merchanter out ahead was crewed by naval ratings and �walking point�. What appeared to be standard steel shipping containers on her decks, were in fact made of plywood, camouflage for the surface to surface and Crotale launchers concealed beneath them.
Aside from the two carriers, there were thirty-nine other surface combat ships, nineteen amphibious assault ships and twenty other transports, tankers and cargo vessels making their way south flanked by submarines. Had not the intelligence gathering satellites in low orbit been attacked so comprehensively, they could not have moved an inch without the enemy knowing of it. The west had actually aided the PRC, by exploding their bombs in the Atlantic they had rendered their own Photo/Reconnaissance satellites impotent. Only RORSAT�s would be of any use for months to come, it made him worry about how his father and mother would cope on their farm, with low sunlight and too much rain.
The PRCs Special Forces and intelligence services had been at work all over the region, not just along the route they were taking, disabling shore based radars to ensure an undetected passage for the fleet. Those few ships that had endangered the fleet by their presence, risking the open seas in a time of war, had been boarded after the communications equipment had been jammed. Hong did not know what became of the vessels, crews and passengers; those were questions that would get him shot.
Thus far all was going to plan, except that they were now limited to one landing zone when they reached Australia, as the others had been discovered. It had however had one unplanned yet positive effect; the Australians were now looking the wrong way, toward the Coral Sea. Not that it mattered that greatly, the invasion forces they carried outnumbered the combined forces of Australia and the American troops from Korea by four to one. An air-mobile brigade�s helicopters sat upon the makeshift landing pads on ten container ships, and two motor rifle divisions plus a Regiment of engineers would land on ground secured by an airborne Regiment. Hong was not privy to all the operational details, but all personnel taking part were practising chemical warfare drills every day, even he was required to attend training sessions. Australia had always publicly denied ownership of weapons of mass destruction, and banned visiting warships from entering her waters if they carried them. Perhaps his government knew something, knew of some secret stockpile that the Australians had?
The latest intelligence briefing mentioned nothing of this, in fact the Australians had been very efficient in closing down the PRCs networks or just making life difficult for the spies. A large convoy had arrived from America along with the USS Nimitz aircraft carrier and a larger than normal surface combat group. It did not say what the convoy contained, but it was probably war stores and new equipment to replace what the Americans had abandoned in Korea. The main source of this latest intelligence originated from a pair of Project 636 boats, Russian built Improved Kilo class diesel submarines, monitoring sea traffic to and from the ports.
The presence of the carrier group was a complication that concerned both Hong and Putchev, as it had been assumed the Americans would have staged their efforts out of Pearl Harbour. If those damned submariners hadn�t got caught at the start of the war, the invasion of Australia wouldn�t have had to be advanced by months, before the west and the Anzacs could mobilise and organise a defence of their islands. Putchev, who was privy to more than the Chinese captain had told him that the US withdrawal from Korea to Australia had been un-catered for in the plans, they had expected them to reinforce Hawaii or the Philippines with those units.
Mao had received replacements for her earlier losses in aircraft the day after the John F Kennedy was destroyed, but Admiral Kuznetsov had not, hers arrived whilst the carriers were transiting the Mindoro Strait, between the island of that name and the tiny Nanga Islands. There had been more ships in the fleet at that point, and the newly arrived Russian aircraft flew on, refuelled, bombed up and joined the strike missions against Cebu and Mactan. The invasion force for those islands had parted company with the fleet that night, cutting east, then south around Panay with four frigates for gunfire support. Two days later Chinese marines were walking through the wreckage and ruins of what had been a city, virtually levelled as punishment for their earlier resistance and the sinking of another warship.
The force bound for Cebu was still in the Sibuyan Sea, 127 miles from their landing site when the small Singaporean Riken class, coastal patrol submarine Conqueror, had got inside the ASW ring. Conqueror put a torpedo into the side of a troopship before being pounced on, and the game little vessel put another 533mm torpedo into one of the frigates from her forward tubes before ducking under her victim and adding the even smaller 400mm torpedoes from both stern tubes.
A volley of 75mm ASROCs killed the diesel boat but her main target; the troopship was too big to succumb to the lightweight munitions, and was able to limp on. The frigate was taken in tow with the intention of getting her to shallow water and beaching her enroute to Cebu for later salvage and repair, but her tow parted during the night in the Jintotolo Channel and she went on the rocks off the northern tip of Negros, with the smoking volcano of Mt Kanla-on in the background.
The carriers hadn�t paused in their journey south, whilst still providing air support for the second and successful attempt to take the islands. Once the strike missions were done with, Putchev had paid a visit to Admiral Kuznetsov and returned in good spirits, the work on the Varyag was almost complete. The ship had been all but complete when the funds dried up and she had been mothballed awaiting a buyer. Poorly maintained during those years, the completion of the work could not begin until that same neglect was first put right. That had been the next task of the shipyard once Mao had been commissioned, but now the reactor was being installed and the ship would soon come to life, Putchev�s next command.
Helmstedt, Germany: 2300hrs, same day.
At the time in the war when Leipzig had been taken by parachute assault, the German government would never have sanctioned the wholesale destruction of a German town or city. The pressure is definitely on; thought the commander of Serge Alontov�s 2nd Brigade, as he peered through the aperture of the rubble and sandbag bunker he presently occupied. If he had hoped for a fight like their last one, the air launched cruise missiles that had destroyed the power station two hours after they landed, had knocked that firmly on the head.
Unlike the last mission, they were not here solely to stop the NATO units being re-supplied at the front, but to hold the road for their own army to use when they broke out over the Elbe and drove to the sea.
The scream of incoming shells forced him to duck, and the earth heaved up to meet him and the dust of another building on Kalsergarten billowed outwards from the collapsing structure.
The NATO forces of the British 3rd Mechanised Brigade were gradually reducing the picturesque Lower Saxony town to rubble. Buildings hundreds of years old lay in ruins. It really was a tragedy, thought the Colonel who had been stationed in the eastern side of the town in his younger days, when the border between east and west ran through the town. There had been people living here for over three thousand years, the stone graves of the nearby L�bbensteine were proof of that.
His headquarters were sited on the junction of Kalsergarten and Magdeburger Tor, not far from the railway and south of the positions that cut Autobahn 2, a location he was beginning to suspect NATO was well aware of. Somewhere out there, probably watching right now was a team of artillery spotters, but the only way to clear them out would be to search every house, and his men were fully committed right now. Three Infantry battalions were applying the pressure to his foothold in the west, and they weren�t hanging about. His intelligence had identified them as the 7th/8th Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, an allegedly inferior unit of part-time soldiers, who were proving to be every bit as good as their regular sister battalion, the 1st Battalion Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, who were also opposing him. The other unit was the 2nd Battalion Light Infantry, and between the three of them they had overrun his outlying positions, south of the former university town. Technically he should have the advantage, a dug-in man is worth three in the open, but over six hundred of his men had not made it to the DZs, victims of shoot-downs by NATO fighters or mis-drops. He had reorganised his battalion so they each had three companies instead of four, due to his third battalion losing three quarters of its number on the way in. Lost with them were radios, heavy weapons and leaders that he was sorely missing now, and he couldn�t improvise in the way they had at Leipzig, the cellular network was down. He had no artillery, the plan made them unnecessary as by this time tomorrow the breakout across the Elbe would have been achieved. He thought it ironic that none of the planners had chosen to jump in with either airborne division, and he didn�t expect T-80s to come rolling down the road anytime soon either. He was now reliant on the mortars that had made it in, and the pallets of ammunition for them that the Il-76 transports carried in on resupply drops.
NATO had no such problems, and was using artillery of all calibres upon the town along with airstrikes. He was losing men with every artillery and air strike, but it was creating a landscape that favoured a defender more than it did an attacker. So long as he had his landing grounds in the north, astride the autobahn, to keep his men supplied with ammunition then he would hold.

CHAPTER FOUR

Russia: 2310hrs, same day.
A figure moved cautiously over the snowy forest floor north of Moscow, there was only a couple of inches on the ground, which in itself was unusual because as a rule this far north they received at least three times what would fall on western Europe. The thaw from the winter proper, had barely finished before the weather went crazy, decided the figure, but it was still bitterly cold all the same.
Hunkering down in the snow his one-piece hooded coveralls blended in with the white forest floor and he raised a thermal imager to his eyes, studying a building ahead.
Udi Timoskova had been nicknamed �Weasel� very shortly after starting elementary school, and the name not only stuck into adulthood, it fitted too. A flair for burglary and a talent with all things electronic had brought Udi to the notice of the authorities, following a long run of thefts from the IT community. Udi would bypass the electronic security to gain entry to whichever site had the latest software and hardware, remove what he wanted and depart, carefully covering his tracks as he went. No evidence of the burglary was detected, but the losses were. Suspecting a crooked employee to be responsible, one firm installed a tracking device within its latest hardware products, and a young Udi Timoskova had been caught red handed.
The thefts had not gone unnoticed by the intelligence service, which viewed them potentially as a matter of state security, so Udi was visited in his cell and �rigorously interrogated� to ascertain what, if any, threat to the state existed.
After four long days in custody Udi was given a choice, spend fifteen years as some lifers bitch or work for the state counter espionage arm, it wasn�t much of a choice really but it meant his ultimate goal of getting to the USA and starting his own private enquiry agency, was almost unreachable from that moment on.
He was a loner and once his trustworthiness had been established, then that was how he generally worked.
Since the start of the war his department had been exceedingly busy, bugging the homes of anyone the premier felt could possibly be a threat to his position, and that turned out to be an awful lot of people.
This present assignment involved someone who was away from the city, and if not at the premier�s side, then at his beck and call. The brief stated that the subject had some cause to return to the city on operational matters on occasion, so all possible haunts were to be covered. Udi himself could not see why the subject would come to their personal dacha, if he were that person he would spend as little time as possible away from the hardened bunker they�d come from.
The imager showed a totally cold building, and his other devices showed that infrared, ultra violet and ultra-sonics were not present either, not inside nor out. He could have wasted an hour or so looking for other detection systems, such as old-fashioned pressure pads just below the surface of the earth but it would have been a waste of his time. Packing away his various electronic gadgets he moved around to the driveway and simply walked straight up to the front door.
Gaining entry took but a few moments, and once inside Udi took out a digital camera, photographing all the rooms. He was disappointed that the interior had little by the way of luxury items, everything was basic and functional. One bedroom at the top of the stairs held nothing but a few plain chairs and a mattress on the floor, covered in a dustsheet, as was everything else in the building.
Udi would have preferred to use fibre optic to connect the tiny cameras and microphones to the telephone lines, but he did not have the time for that. He placed his remote devices where the dacha�s own electrical appliances magnetic fields would hide them from electronic sweeping, checked their batteries were full and then fixed his receiving device to a tree 50m away. From this he ran thin cables to a telephone cable junction box beside a road, and spliced them in before finally checking all was functioning properly. Returning to the dacha he again got out his camera, bringing up the images of each room he made sure everything was exactly as it had been before he had gotten to work and then he left, leaving no clue that anything was amiss.
Military Flight One Four Eight: 0019hrs, 13th April.
From their orbit high above RAF G�tersloh, �Chain Gang�, a flight of four F-16s had escorted the Boeing VC-25A, tail number 28000, as it left Europe the way it had arrived, far lower than peacetime regulations allowed. The low altitude gave it the option of hiding in the ground clutter of radar returns if necessary. The further from the front it, and its escort travelled, it gained a little more altitude until passing Ireland it began a slow climb from 10,000� to 30,000�.
Lt Colonel Arndeker, commanding the F-16s, was 2000� above the Boeing with combat spacing between himself and his wingman, the second pair were in trail five miles behind. All aircraft were totally blacked out as an added precaution against interception, and an air exclusion corridor was being maintained. In another 230 miles the escort would tank and then himself and the pair in trail would head back to Germany, leaving one F-16 to continue on in company with the diplomatic flight to the States. They had drawn straws for that duty, as it meant the winner got to spend a few precious hours with loved ones before returning to the war. Even for the remaining three pilots it constituted something of a breather, the duty was in stark contrast to the previous sorties flown since war had raised its ugly head, this hop was almost boring in comparison.
Aboard the blue and white liveried airliner Senator Rickham was annoyed that a young woman in Air Force blue, and a mere Sergeant at that, was strictly enforcing a seat belts on, and no movement about the cabin rule. He had however managed to get himself seated in the Presidential office of the aircraft with the German Chancellor and British PM, playing the �Special Envoy� and alluding to confidences greater than he actually had with the President. Both men were friendly enough but would only engage in subjects non-related to sensitive issues, even without the Presidents warning, there was little about Senator Rickham that inspired confidence and trust in the PM. Aside from the premiers and senior representatives of the governments, there were their aides and personal assistants, in all forty-two passengers had boarded in Germany and were now enroute to the first face-to-face summit since the war began.
The aircraft�s new tyre was less than 1/8th of a pound heavier than it should have been, but had the bogus Herr Koenig known that the tyre would not be weighed as a security measure, it would have been heavier. Arndeker was taking a moment to look up at the heavens and admire the stars when he was brought sharply down to earth.
�Mayday, Mayday, Mayday� this is Military Flight One Four Eight, explosion in starboard wing, our position is� �
Arndeker rolled inverted as the diplomatic flights AC read off the GPS position as displayed on the navigation panel, and looked straight down. He shouldn�t have been able to see the Boeing, all external lights were off as a precaution, but a tongue of flame was trailing from its starboard wing and illuminating it.
�Chain Gang flight, maintain positioning on Military One Four Eight, I am going down to him!� Pulling the F-16s sidestick back, he brought the nose down to point below the horizon, descending inverted so as to keep the airliner in sight.
The RAF AWAC for this sector of sky had been charged with the additional task of keeping the sky around the airliner clear as well as looking for potential threats, when they received the Mayday call their senior controller took direct charge. The UK and Eire coastguard were alerted and Air Sea Rescue scrambled a helicopter. The controller needed more information than they currently had, and with the Boeings crew fully employed trying to keep the aircraft in the air, an external damage assessment was the logical first step.
Arndeker had rolled level and was closing on the Boeing when his back-up radio came alive
�Chain Gang lead� this is Overview Four Nine on Guard!�
�Go ahead Overview.�
�We have you closing on One Four Eight, assume you are intending visual, over?�
�That�s a Rog� monitor Guard and relay to One Four Eight please.�
The airliners nose was about 5� below the horizon in a shallow turn to the right. The fire was reduced to a fraction of what it had been when the emergency had first occurred and he allowed himself to hope that all was not as bad as it first seemed. Lt Col Arndeker switched back to the primary set and hailed the Boeing.
�Military One Four Eight, Chain Gang lead?�
He received a brief.
�Go,� and continued. �Chain Gang lead is approaching from your Six, slightly high and right for a damage look-see.�
�Rog� be advised that we are experiencing control problems� amongst a few dozen other items� possibly damage to control surfaces is the cause. Number Three is out, maybe due to lack of gas reaching it, but we have not attempted an engine restart at this time. Currently we have shut off fuel supply to that engine and we are pumping fuel to the port wing tanks from the starboard to try and re-establish trim� in case you were wondering, this turn to the right is none of our doing Chain Gang� We are aware of a hole in the upper wing surface� appreciate anything else you can tell us.�
�Roger One Four Eight, a little light on the subject would assist.�
There was a momentary pause, and then the exterior of the aircraft began to light up as anti-collision and landing lights came on.
�Thank you One Four Eight, monitor Guard while I relay observations to Overview Four Nine.�
�Roger.�
The F-16 had closed to within a quarter of a mile and maintained its position there as the aircraft commander updated him; he now increased power slightly and closed, keeping clear of any debris that may come off the aircraft. The flames had disappeared but he was very conscious of the fact that substantial amounts of fuel were in tanks within that wing, so although his approach was not gingerly, it was cautious, the whole aeroplane still contained over 40,000 gallons of fuel, 800 plus barrels worth.
From above, it was clear that the aerofoil shape of the wings upper surface had been badly distorted from the wing root to within a few feet of the starboard inner, the number three engine. There was a gaping hole about three feet across, some eight feet from the wing root, and the wing was bulging upwards, almost blister like around it. Arndeker began relaying this to the RAF AWAC, all the while trying to match the Boeings involuntary turn, which was varying by degree from moment to moment. The aircrafts wings clean silver finish was blackened and burnt from the wound in the wings upper surface, back to the trailing edge, where a slight movement caught his eye. Nudging in closer, he could see that the nearside end of the starboard aileron was effectively clamped in place by buckled aluminium in the damaged area; it could only be raised and lowered slightly. He could see the aileron moving fractionally, in response to commands from the cockpit but unable to comply fully. He also voiced doubts that the flaps could be relied upon, when the time came. The F-16 pilot wondered how well a standard Boeing would have fared under the same circumstances.
There was much about this 747-200B, actually designated as VC-25A that was not fitted as standard, from the ECM suite to the self-sealing fuel tanks, which were effectively rubber bladders with a polymer shell. They didn�t stop the tanks from being pierced, but the rubber walls let the offending item penetrate and closed up behind it. Should the object carry away plugs of the rubber then the first trickle of fuel to touch the polymer shell would cause a chemical reaction as it reacted to leaking petroleum by first becoming gum-like, swelling and then hardening, sealing the hole. Even a tracer round would have little detrimental effect, as there was no air inside the tanks to allow an explosion to occur. The fuel tank nearest the seat of the explosion had been pierced by shards of jagged metal travelling at 1000 feet per second, and absorbed both they and the impact of the blast-wave, which would have sundered a standard fuel tank. The fuel line to the starboard inner engine had been severed and the fuel ignited, it was only prompt action by the USAF crew in cutting off the feed to that engine that had prevented the fire spreading. With the engine, a General Electric CF6-80C2B1 shut down; it was no longer adding its potential of up to 56,700lbs of thrust, so it was now a lump of metal causing more drag.
Arndeker let down a few feet to see the underside of the wing, edging in closer because there was little in the way of white light to help his inspection, just the sweeping amber glare of the rotating anti-collision beacon on the aircraft�s belly. If anything, the damage from below was more obvious, the wheel bay doors were missing, and here too the wing shape was distorted, a large bulge marring the otherwise flat surface. Jagged aluminium edges protruded like the teeth of a predator at its centre, where the wheel bay had been located. Moving underneath he peered up into the gaping maw where the starboard gear should have been.
�Overview, Gang Lead� I don�t know if anyone ever tried landing one of these on just the port wing and belly gears, but there isn�t much left of the starboard undercarriage� whatever happened, it happened in the starboard wheel bay.� Everything he was saying was being recorded, and design engineers were being woken up at home in America and collected by police cars for fast runs to their workplaces. He kept up his commentary until there was nothing else left to report, and then he backed away to a safe distance and called up the Boeing again.
�Military One Four Eight, Gang Lead?�
�Go Gang.�
�How are your control problems now?�
�Well as you can see, we�ve so far turned through one eighty once and are well on our way to doing it again� port tanks are about full, so we are going to commence a fuel dump from the right side� its restoring trim slowly.�
�Roger� any thoughts on how you are going to put that thing back on the ground?�
�So far we seem to be limited to shifting fuel from wing to wing and throttling back individual engines in order to steer� a guy put a DC-10 on the ground, after a fashion, at Sioux City a few years back, steered by altering trim this way. He wasn�t able to get even close when he tried duplicating it in the Sim, and neither has anyone else� so I�ll take a rain check on replying to that one Gang.�
Arndeker checked his altitude, they were down to 27,000 feet, and the 747 still had a slight nose down attitude.
�Roger that� are you able to get the nose up?�
�Fella, we�re both hauling back like son�bitches in here� next step is to move passengers toward the rear of the cabin, and hope that helps.�
Arndeker gained a few feet in altitude to stay clear of the fuel that would be entering the slipstream from the damaged wing.
Sergeant Nancy Palo entered the Presidential office and smiled at the occupants, the German Chancellor and the British Prime Minister received the genuine ones, but Senator Rickham�s was of the strictly professional variety.
The PM returned the smile.
�Sergeant, are you able to tell us what is going on yet?�
�Prime Minister, one of the escorts has looked us over and there has been some kind of explosion in the starboard wing wheel bay. It has damaged that wings control surfaces and fuel lines to one of the engines� �
Senator Rickham mopped his brow with a handkerchief, his heart was pounding, and had been since the emergency began, the conversational tones of the Limey and the bitch in blue served only to irritate him further, and he snapped at her, cutting her off in mid-sentence.
�Just what the hell does that mean?�
Sergeant Palo opened her mouth to answer, but the PM was talking.
�It means Senator, that we cannot steer properly and there are three engines running instead of four.� Rickham coloured, sure that the PM was talking down to him, but the PM did not apparently notice his discomfort and looking back to the Sergeant he gave her an apologetic half smile. �Please excuse me Sergeant� do carry on.�
�Sir�s, we have pumped a lot of the fuel out of the starboard wing and into the port wings fuel tanks, now we are going to jettison some of the remaining fuel in the starboard wing. That will bring the wings level, but at present we are losing height slowly, so I will be moving people to the rear of the aircraft, that should help bring the nose up.�
The German Chancellor had a suggestion that met favour with the PM, although the senator was not so sure, but forced himself to keep silent in case either of the supercilious, European sons of bitches put him down again.
�I would be correct in assuming that the rear of the aeroplane is the safest place to be, if we force land, yes?�
Statistically he was right, so she nodded in affirmation. �Then if I may suggest that the ladies are moved first?�
It was a very gallant suggestion, typical of the Chancellors Old World values, but she suspected one or two of the females aboard would take umbrage at the suggestion that they were �little women in need of protection�.
The front of the cabin was emptied until the Boeings nose rose again to the horizontal, and the wings slowly came level as the fuel was dumped.
Lt Col Arndeker sat above and behind during the entire process, feeling relief as the Boeing held its current height, in a wings level attitude. One by one the valves in the wing tanks were closed as the desired trim approached, until just one remained open, that nearest to the fuselage.
�One Four Eight, Gang Lead.�
�Go ahead Gang Lead.�
They were one hundred and twenty miles off the Irish coast, but heading almost due north.
�Your attitude looks lots healthier now, are you going to complete the dump before turning?�
�Gang Lead, we completed jettisoning fuel a few minutes ago, we will reduce power on number four to effect a turn to the right, commencing in about one minute.�
Arndeker did not reply immediately, he brought the F-16 in a few feet, peering at the starboard wing, in the area occupied by the tank nearest the seat of the explosion. There in a steady stream, was fuel that was faintly visible whenever the amber collision light swept over it.
�One Four Eight, Gang Lead� check your gauges please, you are still venting from whichever valve is nearest the starboard wing root.�
�Roger.�
There was silence for a few minutes, and then he heard the Boeings AC call the AWAC.
�Overview Four Nine, Military One Four Eight� we have a problem.�
Admiral Gee had just settled onto the camp bed in the CJOs office in the Haddon�s Rock facility when the phone rang. Rolling off the flimsy device he grabbed the handset off the receiver.
�Gee!� He listened to the senior communications supervisor for a minute without comment and then sent a questing foot, outwards for his shoes whilst he replied. �Okay, let me speak to the Brit AWAC guys.�
Admiral Gee was a good listener, provided the speaker knew what he was talking about and all relevant information was included. Once the details were passed over as to what had happened, what was still occurring and what action was in progress 4316 miles away, he went to wake the President.
�Gun Lead, One Four Eight.�
200m away, Lt Col Arndeker thumbed the send switch. �Go.�
�We�ve reset the switches� standby while we try again.�
The Boeing had completed its wide turn back to the south before running a systems diagnostic, the F-16 backed off whilst the manoeuvre was in progress, and then moved back in where it could watch and report.
�Roger, One Four Eight� observing.�
For five minutes he watched, willing the flow of fuel from the wing to stop, but it continued unabated.
�One Four Eight, Gun Lead.� His tone conveyed the message as succinctly as a picture would have.
�Roger Gun, had to try� we are beginning our let down now.�
There was nothing else for it, the Boeing Corporation engineers were in agreement that something was broke, and it wasn�t going to fix itself.
Mid-air refuelling was only going to prolong the inevitable, so it was left up to the AC as to where he was going to set it down. He was 100�% convinced that trying to land on a runway was not an option, he couldn�t manoeuvre worth a damn so he elected to ditch off the Irish coast once there were rescue services on scene. In his words, there was less tall stuff about to bang into, and an ocean was easier to line up on than a strip of tarmac.
The President was wearing an expression that said it all, �What the hell else can go wrong!� but the way the war was going, he wasn�t about to tempt fate by saying it aloud.
Striding into the situation room, he asked the question without directing it at anyone in particular.
�Do we have an up to date passenger list� and are the various governments aware?� Seating himself he rubbed hard at his eyes and the back of his neck, seeking to remove the last vestiges of sleepiness.
He scanned the list that was put up on screen and muttered a thank you when a mug of hot fresh coffee was placed beside him.
�Are there any options apart from ditching or forced landing, for getting anyone off?� It was a throwaway comment that he already knew the answer to, only in the minds of Hollywood screenwriters did the schemes to evacuate passengers from aircraft in flight exist. Even parachutes were fanciful, the Boeing would endanger itself further by slowing to above a stall in order for a parachutist to exit safely, not that the VC-25A carried any of them anyway. He had little doubt that even if there were only two aboard, neither the German Chancellor nor the British Prime Minister would use them themselves, they were �women and children first� kind of folk.
�At least Henry Shaw isn�t aboard, or more state heads.� He looked up as Admiral Gee entered. �Is it possible to listen in to voice communications, Admiral?�
�Yessir� do you want to speak to anyone out there, we can do that too?�
�No� and I�d just as soon they didn�t know I was listening either.� He did not want to add to the pilot�s pressure by knowing the boss was looking over his shoulder.
�Who is in the drivers seats aboard 28000, by the way?�
�Lt Col Redruff and Major Pebanet.�
Jaz Redruff and Sara Pebanet had flown the President all around the world, he was confident that if either pilot were on their own, they could still put it down safely if anyone could.
�So what�s the plan, Admiral?�
Gee brought up a map of the west coast of Ireland, and zoomed it in.
�Mr President, they are flying south at the moment and letting down gradually, in the meantime we are scrambling helicopters and rescue craft to the Galway Bay area of Eire. The aircraft will turn again, a wide turn to the right to come around onto a roughly north-easterly heading to line up on the bay and continue letting down� aiming to ditch somewhere between Roadford and Murroogh. The aircraft�s flaps may also be impaired, but we won�t know that until they are extended� if they are screwed, then it will be a higher speed landing than one would wish for. The IRCG, Irish Coast Guard, will be running the show; they will have six Sikorsky S-61s on scene. A minesweeper and a fisheries vessel will be backing up the four inshore lifeboats already in the area. Britain has an ocean-going lifeboat and two inshore's on the way, and of course they have signed off on the Irish using the AWAC for communications and rescue co-ordination.�
The President looked at the aircraft�s icon on the big screen map, and puffed out his cheeks.
�So now we wait.�
As the aircraft got lower, so too did Senator Rickham�s spirits. The Presidential office was situated against one side of the cabin, midway down the airframe. There were people still seated forward of them, but that was only due to the lack of seats in the office. He desperately wanted to be at the rear of the aircraft, he could see in his mind�s eye the Boeing hitting the sea and breaking up, the tail section floating whilst the rest sank, with him still attached to his seat, drowning. Everyone was now wearing life vests, with strict instructions about how, and more importantly when to inflate them. Sgt Palo, the bitch in blue, had come around and personally checked the vests were on correctly, and repeated her trolley-dolly speech, but Rickham had deliberately ignored her.
The Kraut and the Limey were busy talking with members of their cabinets and parties by phone, so he made a decision. The PM looked across as the senator undid his seatbelt and stood up, but his party chairman on the other end of the phone, was speaking in urgent tones so his attention swung back to matters of state. He gave the chairman the location of the combination to the safe in his home, should anything go wrong, and requested that what he had outlined for the country be continued if anything happened tonight. It was all in the safe on paper and floppy discs, ideas and solid plans dating back to the 70�s.
He heard someone sit back down in the senators� seat, and fiddle with the seatbelt, adjusting its size for a far slimmer person; he glanced across and then did a double take. The senators young aide, Janette something or other, was doing up the belt in jerky, agitated movements, shooting him an ever so brief nervous smile, with eyes close to tears.
The Chancellor gave a puzzled look as the PM left the office; the German was still in conversation with his defence minister so he couldn�t ask. He hadn�t noticed the senator leave so he cast a questioning look at the young aide, but she looked away in embarrassment. A minute later and the cabin door was violently thrown open, and the senator preceded the way inside, the large American politician�s face was contorted in pain as he came through sideways into the office, and then the PM appeared. It almost seemed that they were walking arm in arm, yet the PM had both his hands clasped around the back of the American�s left hand, and his forearm was trapped between the Englishman�s right arm and body. Rickham was leaning to his left in an effort to relieve the awful pain being caused by the gooseneck hold that the PM was applying to his wrist. He hardly heard the Englishman speak to his aide, telling her to go back to her own seat at the back, so great was the pressure that was being applied to the joint. He tried to reach over with his own right hand to pry away the offending fingers but the pain increased sharply, and he screamed shrilly. The young aide hurriedly vacated the seat at the Englishman�s request, then crossed to the door, stopped and was about to say something but then decided against whatever it was, and disappeared from sight. Sgt Palo entered through the doorway that the aide had just vacated, she had been alerted to a scuffle at the rear of the aircraft, and stopped just inside the office. The PM was back on the phone; the Chancellor was still talking and looked for all the world as if all was calm and normal with the universe. Senator Rickham was nursing his left wrist, his face a mask of misery as he sprawled in his seat. Nancy crossed the office and bent to strap him back in, but had to grab the back of his chair as turbulence shook the airframe. Her own crash position was in this office, in a fold down seat against the forward bulkhead, it was her job to ensure that these VIPs got out safely, but she wouldn�t strap in until just before they ditched.
The F-16 known as Chain Gang Lead had followed the Boeing through its last turn, and now edged down toward the cold seas as the airliner did.
County Clare was at the three o-clock position, and five thousand feet below, to the left was nothing except the waters of the Atlantic Ocean.
�Chain Gang Lead� Military One Four Eight, on Guard.�
�Go ahead One Four Eight?�
�How�s your fuel state Gang Lead, you gotta be getting close to bingo?�
Arndeker didn�t bother checking his gauges; he knew he had enough to recover to RAF Aldergrove in Ulster, to refuel and then head back to Germany.
�Gun Lead is fine� I haven�t flown this slowly since I soloed in a Cessna, I think at this speed I could make Alaska without topping off� it must be real peaceful for you old folks, tooling around at a walking pace in big �ole buses like that one.�
The last remark was answered by a snort of laughter.
�For your information junior, that toy you think so highly of couldn�t catch my last ride to kiss its ass.�
�And what would that have been One Four Eight?�
�It was black, it was beautiful, and it cruised at over two grand at eighty-five thousand.�
Only one aircraft on the air force inventory had ever been able to do that, the 90th Strategic Reconnaissance Wings SR-71A.
�I�m impressed One Four Eight� it�s a real shame they retired the Blackbirds.� He had to touch the rudder pedal to ease away a fraction, as a particularly rough patch of turbulence caught the aircraft. Between 30,000 and the cloud ceiling at 6000
Wings move, they are supposed to, but for the uneducated/nervous flier it can be a worrying sight. Lt Col Arndeker wasn�t a signatory of either category, but he was worried about the movement in the Boeings damaged wing with that last piece of bumpy air.
�One Four Eight, Gun Lead� I�m going to look you over again� don�t go away now, hear?�
�Rog.�
He brought the F-16 back to a position behind and below the airliner, where its slipstream wasn�t going to slap him around. The big tail section loomed above and ahead, as he concentrated on the two wings before him. Updrafts from the ocean were making for a less than smooth ride, he had to jockey to stay in position, but he could only imagine what it must be like for the pilots aboard the Boeing, they had to working like hell to keep trim and hold their course. After three minutes of observation he was certain that what he was looking at was not good news, and changed frequencies on his main RT to one the Boeing would not be monitoring.
�Overview Four Nine, Chain Gang Lead on Local Tactical Two.�
�Go, Chain Gang Lead.�
�I am sat aft of Military One Four Eight, and observing more play in its starboard wing than its port, whenever there is turbulence present.�
�Roger Gun Lead� how much variation are we talking about?�
�Enough for me to feel right uncomfy about being sat just behind.� He edged back on the F-16 throttle, sliding back and to the right before applying power once more.
�Gun Lead, this is Overview.�
�Go �View.�
�I think we�ll be in agreement that there is nothing more we can do to help, that we aren�t doing already� 28000s AC already intends to favour his starboard side when he puts down.�
Arndeker thought about that, asking himself if he would want to know, if he were driving the Boeing? Yes, of course he would.
�Thanks Overview, I�ll break the news� Gun Lead out.�
The AC aboard the Boeing received the news without any apparent emotion, factoring it in with everything else they had to allow for. They had let down to just below the cloud ceiling and he had previously decided to continue a gradual descent, but now held at their present height. Major Pebanet leant forward in order to crane her head around to look back at the wing, she couldn�t see all of it, but being able to see it wouldn�t help a damn if it failed. As she stared at it the aircraft hit more turbulence, and she winced involuntarily before sitting back upright.
Far below, fishermen aboard a small smack paused to look up as the airliner and fighter flew over, the sound of their passing lasted long after the poor visibility masked them from view, and the work on the nets recommenced.
Lt Col Arndeker sent the remainder of his flight to the RAF station in Northern Ireland, where they would hot refuel and return to resume their CAP, in the meantime the lone F-16 shadowed the VC-25A on its final journey.
West of Wuitterlingen, Germany: Same time.
In the Oust Forest, north of their opponent�s line of march, Captain Nikoli Bordenko gave his men the equivalent of a night off, sentries were still posted, or �stagging on� as the Brits called it, but he sent out no patrols. Once they had carried out a clearance patrol to ensure there were no enemy in the immediate vicinity, his men had hacked out shell scrapes and prepared a meal before getting some sleep. Had he had more men, he would have sent out recce patrols further into the surrounding forest, but he hadn�t, so he did not discover the presence of other soviet troops not much farther away than the clearance patrol had ventured.
The battalion had laagered-up for the night, listening patrols, recce patrols and two fighting patrols laying ambushes, had gone out just after last light. The rest of the battalion was dug in, the infantry in a protective ring about the armour and APCs.
Lt Col Pat Reed was curled up in his green maggot when a signaller crunched through the snow to his shell scrape, summonsing him to the mobile CP. His teeth were chattering as he pushed through the blackouts and into the APCs interior, squinting against the light over the communications gear.
�Bollocks� it�s as cold as a tarts heart out there!�
The Adjutant had the duty watch keepers seat, he moved aside for the CO and handed him a signal�s pad, re-seating himself in the shadows and earning a grumble from an off-duty signaller who was sleeping there. The CO stole the Adjutants coffee without any word of apology, sipping at the hot brew and making a face, as he read the decoded BATCO message.
�Who the bloody hell are �Address Group, Quebec Kilo� when they�re at home, Timothy?� and handed back the mug. He next stole the duty signallers, took a tentative sip and again screwed up his face.
�I do wish you children would forget all that health crap, and start taking sugar in your tea and coffee.�
The Adjutant gave his boss a moment and then answered the question.
�They are forces under direct control of SACUER, sir. In this case its �Twenty Two�, or at least the G Squadron part of it� their Sunray should be coming through the perimeter shortly, I sent Sarn�t Higgins from the Defence Platoon to guide him through.� �Twenty Two� or �The Regiment�, being the names the SAS are often referred to as.
�Oh Christ� no doubt we�ll be reading about ourselves in some book after the war, in unflattering terms that bear no relation whatsoever to reality, and entitled �How the war was won by me� and everyone else was a wanker�.�
The Captain laughed aloud and Pat joined him, the tales of alleged real-life daring-do had done �The Regiment� few favours in the last few years, which was a shame because the good soldiers in its ranks far outnumbered the cowboy/authors.
The adjutant looked at his watch.
�Whoever he is, he�s taking his sweet time.�
�Probably on the phone to his bloody publisher.�
A few minutes later Major Thompson did appear, clearing his weapon outside the FV432 before ducking inside and peeling off his white head-over.
�Good morning sir, Craig Thompson� late of 1st Battalion Welsh Guards.� The Adjutant leant forward into the light. �Hello Craig� cut any good throats lately?�
Major Thompson grinned.
�Timbo� how the devil are you?�
�Let me guess.� Pat said. �You were at school together, or Sandhurst, hmmm?�
�Oh, far more wretched than that sir, he�s my brother-in-law.� Admitted the adjutant.
Lt Col Reed did a theatrical double take, now thoroughly enjoying himself.
�Good lord Major� you don�t mean to say you are the� and I quote, �Frightful sheep-shagger who owns half of Gwent� are you?�
�No sir, I think you must be confusing me with another fraction, I�m the frightful sheep-shagger who owns about a quarter.�
The CO turned to the signaller.
�Be a good chap and rustle up a couple of mugs of coffee will you� four spoons of white death in mine, please.�
The FV432 is a box on tracks that saves walking, is the opinion of the Infantry, and it kept them dry until it threw a track, which was about every ten miles, and usually in the biggest, muddiest, puddle around. However, it had exhausts just big enough to accommodate Compo canned rations, which were held inside with the aid of a long stick until heated, and a water boiler on the inside of the rear hatch. Such luxuries were so few and far between that it was rumoured they were built for the American�s, who rejected them for not being gas guzzley enough. The signaller handed his headset to the CO and set about complying, filling two mugs from the boiler and dumping in the makings from a box that held only packets of powdered coffee, tea bags, sugar and non-dairy whitener.
�I am assuming this is not a social call, Major?�
Craig Thompson reached into his smock and removed his mapcase, from which he withdrew a map of the area they now occupied, and the SACEURs written orders.
�You are aware of the soviet special forces who have been active behind the lines?� He got nods from Pat and the Adjutant.
�The majority are army, but one or two groups are KGB Special Forces. The other night, three such groups joined forces to overrun the USAF airfield that the airborne early warning and JSTARS aircraft operate from. It would seem to have been a pre-planned operation, using deep cover operatives with access to the location. German Intelligence raided several homes after the attack and found in one a notebook with the location of safe houses and supply caches� terribly careless of someone, that.� He opened his map and pointed to the forest that was to their north. �We estimate that there are between fifty and a hundred soviet Special Forces in here, near the centre.�
Pat leant across to peer at the map.
�How do you know that?�
�Piss sniffers sir. The Yanks dropped remote devices in the forest after the notebook was found, they detect the ammonia present in urine.�
�Humph!� The CO was not greatly impressed with gimmicks. �I seem to recall they did the same along the Ho Chi Min trail� not a great success really.�
�Perhaps not, but half an hour before first light an MLRS Battery will drop several loads on the forest, and those of your unit not acting as cut-offs, will sweep through and clear it. I have already spoken to General Allain, and your battalion and attached sub units are now tasked.�
Pat had already read the line in the orders that authorised G Squadrons OC to call on assistance from other units, and it took some clout at such a time as this to collar a whole MLRS battery, however.
�Major, admittedly it is a danger having Special Forces loose in the rear areas, but you know where they are now so why not just flatten the wood and have done with it?�
�Geilenkirchen AFB was not the only raid this trio of groups has carried out, but it is the rape and mutilation of prisoners, female and male during the process of each raid, that has made the good general order that they should be, um� annihilated.�
�Major, whereas I can see SACEURs point of view, I am not� not, going to order my men to kill enemy wounded, or those trying to surrender. A war crimes trial will investigate any allegations SACEUR wants to lay against any prisoners taken.�
Major Thompson frowned momentarily.
�Strange, I heard that your men did exactly that at Leipzig airport.�
�Well you heard wrong!� Leipzig had been a hard fight that followed straight after one where the soviets had killed all the wounded when they overran the Guards position. Some men in his battalion had not given quarter, when perhaps it would have been the case had they not lost mates that way in the first battle. It hadn�t been ordered or encouraged, it had just happened.
�You require my men Major, so you will have them.� Pat looked at his Adjutant. �O Group here in one hour, no move before� 0330hrs.� he declared after doing a quick mental, time appreciation.
Chain Gang Lead, off the west coast of Ireland: Same time.
The F-16 was maintaining its position to the right rear of the Boeing and it resumed its descent toward the waves. Updrafts caused the fighter to buck and shake, making its pilot stare worriedly at the airliners damaged wing. Hidden by the darkness over to his right, was the sea Lough that led up to Shannon, the land north of that was County Munster, its northern boundary being the Galway Bay. He looked down to his right, seeing the Loop Head light and knowing the Boeing had only forty miles further to go from this point.
�One Four Eight, Gun Lead.�
�Go ahead Gun.�
�How are your passengers holding up?�
�Oh, about the same as us� the clinical term would be, �about as well as can be expected under the circumstances�� which for me means, right now I�m wearing elastic bands around the bottoms of my trouser legs, to stop my socks filling up with brown Adrenaline.�
The humour in the otherwise flat calm of the ACs voice brought a wide grin to Arndeker�s face. He didn�t know either pilot�s names, but he was determined to hoist a drink or two with them after this was over, and find out.
At Galway Lifeboat station the volunteer boat crews who lived furthest away were still arriving, having been summoned from their beds. The ready lifeboat was far out in the bay, manned by the first arrivals and so the remainder made themselves tea and sat around where they could hear the RT set. All anyone had been told was that an airliner was in trouble, and it was going to ditch in the sea because it couldn�t steer.
Liam McGonnigle, a lifeboat Cox�n and local dentist was the last man in through the door, still dressed in his best suit and hot from the dance floor at the local Rotary Club. �Who�s taken her out?� he asked as soon as he made it through the door.
Someone answered without looking around, unwilling to take his attention from the constant chatter on the radio, as if it were a TV set �Big Sean, little Sean and Patrick with the limp.�
�Jay�zus� there I was fending off the desperate blue rinsers, and the ugliest trio in all of Ireland are going to be fishing grateful stewey-desses from the bay!� said Liam with a strong note of irony.
The speaker, who was the station�s manager, turned and replied.
�Those are harsh words to be coming from the face of such a hideous looking man, Liam.�
Liam grinned back at the speaker before squinting at a dry marker board fixed to the far wall.
�Has the new carburettor arrived for the left outboard on the number two boat?�
�It has so� but I�ve had no time to bless me own face today� are you thinking on taking it out Liam, the starboards fine but the others still as like to pack it in?�
�I�m thinking it�s awful cold tonight, and some that gets into the water won�t be making it into the boats.�
The station manager refilled the kettle and took down another mug for Liam.
�Who will you take, to crew with you?�
�Young Terry and that Adrian fella� I know one�s from Sligo and the others English, but I�m thinking they�re good hands.� Adrian had been born and raised in Galway, as had his father, but his grandfather had hailed from Liverpool, and that was enough for him to wear the label.
It took fifteen minutes to get ready and then get the reserve boat in the water; Liam started up the twin 70hp Evinrudes, listening carefully for signs of trouble from the bothersome portside motor as his two crewmen cast off. It seemed to be behaving, so with a last wave he opened the throttles, turning the Atlantic class boat westwards toward the ocean.
Arndeker carried on down to five hundred feet with the Boeing before slipping into trail five hundred metres behind, and fifty feet above it. Small ships and lifeboats were strung out in a five-mile long line, somewhere along that line the VC-25A would ditch.
Twenty thousand feet above them, the Royal Air Force AWAC orbited the area, its operators tightly controlling not only the helicopters and vessels, but a small fleet of ambulances that were in holding areas too.
Sgt Palo was buckled in on her seat against the bulkhead, sat upright but deliberately leaving her hands open in her lap, creating a picture calm. She wore a headset attached to a waterproofed, voice activated radio strapped to her waist, the pilots would give them the word that ditching was imminent, after which the cabin crew would use them to co-ordinate the evacuation. The German Chancellor and British PM were silent, deliberately ignoring the buffeting, constant vibration, and Senator Rickham, who was dry retching into an almost full puke bag.
From the left-hand seat Lt Col Jaz Redruff depressed the transmit button on the �stick�.
�Gun Lead, One Four Eight.�
Arndeker responded instantly.
�Go, guy.�
�How we looking?�
�Like a fat, rich, Ft Lauderdale widow, deciding if she wants to get her feet wet.�
�Just to let you know� in one minute we will commence throttle-back.�
�Roger� luck guys.�
Redruff glanced across at Sara Pebanet after checking the gauges one last time.
�Ok?�
She nodded in reply and took her left hand off the controls, placing it atop the throttles and began to ease them backwards. Jaz Redruff kept both hands on the controls, straining to keep the nose level. The next step would be the difference between hitting the ocean at 240 knots or 160; he knew which one he preferred.
Outwardly both pilots� were a picture of calmness, and in truth they were a hell of a lot calmer than most of the planets population would have been, if they had been in the cockpit. Training, and later experiences, had taught them that panicking pilots died that much quicker than cool ones. However, they were human and both had families that they wanted to see again, so both were saying silent prayers as the indicated airspeed reached 240.
�Flaps 20.�
With an audible whine the flaps began to extend, and then the starboard wing dropped sickeningly as the starboard flaps met resistance from buckled metal within the wing, but the port side extended smoothly. Both pilots turned deathly pale and Sara�s hand shot back toward the gated flap control. With a screech like fingernails being drawn down a blackboard, the obstruction was forced aside, and the wing rose as its lifting surface was expanded to match that of the port wing.
Five hundred metres away Lt Col Arndeker had applied hard left rudder when he saw the airliner lurch to the right like a drunk trying to find home.
As the wings came level again he cancelled the manoeuvre and realised he�d stopped breathing. Letting the air escape from his lungs in a rush, he shook his head from side to side, no way was he ever going to play high stakes poker against guys with that kind of luck!
At 190 knots he lowered his own flaps in order to stay with the big Boeing, and as he did so he saw below them the lights of a small vessel, the head of the line of waiting rescue craft. As the aircraft roared past, the lifeboats Cox�n opened the throttles to the stops, and spun the wheel to race north after them.
Despite the turbulence Jaz Redruff was able to keep the aircraft�s nose up at 2.5 degrees above the horizon, and keeping it from going beyond that, with little physical effort. His movements on the controls were transmitted electronically to motors that did the physical job of moving the aircraft�s control surfaces. The buffeting and vibration was increasing to the point where he had to raise his voice to be heard.
�Flaps 25!�
Sara�s left hand eased the lever through the next gate to the 25� position, and with a whine the flaps extended further.
Arndeker lowered his own landing gear in order to keep station behind the Boeing as its speed decreased. Time seemed to standstill as it drew closer to the ocean surface, and then a white wake appeared as the rear of the fuselage belly slapped wave tops. Lt Col Redruff kept the aircraft�s nose up as long as he could because once the four scoop-faced General Electric engines met the ocean the deceleration, and stress on the airframe would be harsh.
From its initial nose high attitude the speed fell off rapidly, and as it did so the nose came down toward the waves.
Arndeker saw the moment that the engines dug into the ocean surface, but little else because the aircraft vanished below him in a huge cloud of spray. The weakened starboard wing came away at the damaged section and whipped up and over the fuselage, decapitating the vertical fin from the tail. The VC-25A was no long balanced; the port wing dug in and spun the airframe so it was travelling sideways for a time at over 90 knots. The pressure on the starboard cargo doors was something that had never been catered for, or envisioned by her designers. The doors were stove in and the bay instantly flooded by a deluge that smashed into the cargo containers within, tearing them free to slam into thin aluminium bulkheads. A jumbled mass of containers holding the passengers� baggage was shunted forward by the weight of water entered the aircraft�s hull. As it hammered into the forward bulkhead it gave, along with a seam on the hull, and the edges of the seam buckled inwards against the pressure of the ocean playing on it.
When the aircraft came to a halt the cockpit and nose were already under water, 28000 was sinking fast, canted over at an angle by the weight of the port engines.
Galway�s first lifeboat received the radio message that the airliner was down and opened its throttles. She was the boat at the end of the line, nearest the southern end of Galway Bay and a mile from the crash site, but she beat the Irish minesweeper Deirdre there, despite the ships 18-knot speed. The lifeboat hit her wake at 32 knots, becoming airborne briefly as she tore past.
Two other lifeboats were already on scene when she arrived, the Boeings nose section and almost half of the fuselage was already invisible below the surface as it lay at an angle with its tail raised above the waves, and the aircraft was visibly getting lower in the water by the moment.
Lt Col Arndeker had been waved off by the AWAC, which wanted the air clear for rescue helicopters, so he climbed up above the cloud to 15,000, feeling totally impotent.
Liam McGonnigle turned in his seat briefly to say some kind words to the port engine, promising to be nice to it providing it didn�t get up to its old tricks, the words were whipped away by the cold wind as they bore into the night.
Nancy Palo had been stunned by the impact with the ocean, and the seat belt that had saved her life, had also driven the breath from her. The cabin crew of 28000, and its sister 29000, were regularly drilled using various disaster scenarios, but this one was new however. Apart from having the stuffing knocked out of her, she was plunged into total darkness in a cabin canting over thirty degrees� and then the sea burst in.
Still groggy from the crash, Nancy�s senses were restored as the freezing waters bursting open the door and drenched her. She gasped with the cold and groped for the lamp on her life vest, it showed her the three other occupants of the office, still in their seats and the level of water rising quickly. Senator Rickham was sat open mouthed and staring as he clutched at the uppermost armrest on his seat, and the PM was reaching across the table that separated himself and the German politician feeling for a pulse on the Chancellor�s neck. The German�s head hung to one side and his arms and legs were angled toward the water, the PM had to grip the edge of the table as he leant over precariously. It was a matter of public record that the Chancellor had undergone bypass surgery the previous year, but what was not was his doctors warning that it his heart condition was worsening, and a major coronary failure was a distinct possibility.
�I�m afraid he is dead sergeant, and I think we should get out of here, don�t you?� He pulled himself nimbly over on to the Chancellors seat, taking care not to tread on the dead man, and taking a firm hold on the bottom most armrest he lowered himself toward Nancy, outstretching his free hand. From the noises beyond the partition, in the cabin section nearest the tail, they could hear the sounds of the emergency exits being opened and Nancy�s colleagues shouting instructions. She should have been hearing her colleagues in the radio headset, but there was nothing at all, and she didn�t want to think of the reasons for that.
She did not have armrests to keep her from sliding off her seat into the water, and if that happened then there was nothing for her to use to climb up toward the emergency exit, so she grasped the PMs wrist with her left hand before releasing her seatbelt, and he pulled her up to the Chancellors seat. Senator Rickham had sat unmoving, with the look of shock on his face and it took the PMs shaking him violently before he stirred. It was very apparent that Rickham had soiled himself, and the PMs expression softened, he knew what it was like to be scared. �Senator, it�s time to go, yes?�
The emergency exit for the Presidential office was situated at one of the windows, and Nancy stretched up to release it, and then hesitated. �Oh crap, this section�s under water already.� The water inside the office had already engulfed the seat she had vacated, so time was of the essence.
�Okay Gentlemen� listen carefully now!�
The PM was struggling against the angle that they were canted over as he helped the senator climb onto the seat. �Do go on sergeant, we are not ignoring you.�
�Once I open this hatch the water is going to pour in, so we cannot get out until this part of the cabin is full of water� ok so far?�
If anything the senators expression became even more fearful, but he seemed incapable of saying anything. The PM nodded at her, so she continued. �Start taking deep breaths, really expand your lungs because you need to saturate your blood with oxygen� it will help you hold your breath much longer, ok?� The PM was already drawing in big gulps of oxygen, and the senator nodded back dumbly.
�But� I can�t tell how deep we are so once you get out, you cannot keep the air in your lungs, you must slowly breathe out or your lungs will explode as you get closer to the surface if we are too deep!�
Nancy took two deep breaths and activated the hatch release, but even though she had been bracing herself for it, the effect of the weight of water on the outside of the hatch came as a shock. The only way to release the hatch was from directly in front because it was a two handed operation; it wasn�t something that could be done from the side. Only her outstretched arms prevented the hatch from braining her as the ocean propelled it inside the fuselage. Hammered backwards into the water that was filling the lower end of the office, the breath was driven from her and she began to choke on seawater. Hands grasped her under her armpits and she was pulled toward the rapidly diminishing air pocket. The Prime Minister had jumped in after her and pulled her to safety, allowing her the time to take three precious breaths before the office was completely engulfed.
As the waters closed over Senator Rickham�s head, the panic that had lurked so close since the explosion first shook the aircraft, now took over. The opening in the fuselage represented life and he swam the two strokes that separated him from the opening and tried to pull himself through it. Had his wits been with him he would possibly have waited the few seconds remaining for the pressure to equalise. He managed to hook a hand through to the outside rim, but pull as he might he could not get out. Rickham�s free hand sought the toggle that would inflate the life vest, and to his mind lift him against the force of the incoming waters, and up to the surface. His chest was beginning to hurt when his fingers found what they sought, and pulled hard, opening the valve in the small compressed air cylinder that filled the life vest. The effect was immediate, Rickham shot upwards, and his head emerged through the exit but then stopped dead, the inflated vest jamming him in the narrow opening. The realisation that he was going to die struck home as he clawed at the fuselage with his only free arm, and Senator Rickham opened his mouth to scream.
Only a foot or so of space remained out of the waters grasp when the PM ducked below the surface, and Nancy took a last deep breath before kicking off and following him. On finding the senators body, still kicking feebly and blocking the way out she felt the first spike of panic, grabbing his legs and trying to drag him away. The Prime Minister fumbled into his trousers pocket and withdrew a pocket knife, the venerable MOD issue knife known as an �oil the joints�, after the only words to adorn its strictly functional body that had been issued to him as an officer cadet years before. He stabbed at the senators� life vest, puncturing it and working the knife blade, enlarging the rent as the air boiled from it. The PM kicked the body away and reached down for the USAF sergeant, gripping her by the wrist and pulling her up to the exit. His chest was bursting and there were spots appearing at the edge of his vision as he thrust her through the opening. The fuselage started to move and the lamp on her life vest snagged the edge of the exit momentarily, and then it tore loose and she was free. The fuselage rolled as the last pockets of air in the tail section escaped and the fierce undertow played against the port wing, and the Boeing wearing the livery of the United States of America sank toward the ocean bed.
Galway�s number two lifeboat arrived on scene as the stump of the Boeings tail fin disappeared amidst the waves, the odd item of clothing; floating wreckage and stink of aviation fuel were all that remained. After sinking at a steady rate the big aircraft�s demise happened in a rush, as passengers were still emerging from emergency exits in the rear of the aircraft. There were three helicopters overhead illuminating the scene with 'nitesun' searchlights, their pilot earning their pay as they struggled with heavy gusts of wind in order to stay on station.
Liam throttled back and headed toward the other Galway boat that seemed full to overflowing with sodden, shivering humanity that glittered in the light reflecting off survival blankets. Its Cox�n waved and hailed the newcomer as it hove into view. �Would that be yourself, Liam McGonnigle?�
�Aye, and who else would it be on such a night as this Patrick Kilarey, when sensible men are tucked up warm and dry in their beds!�
�You have a point there Liam� no one ever accused you of having wits about you!�
Liam stuck two fingers up at the other Cox�n. �How many are out?�
�Just those that you see� no more than twenty� I�m heading for the Deirdre now, but I�ll return to help recover bodies!�
There was only one boat now still at the spot where the aircraft had gone down, and that held a pair of survivors besides its three crewmen. Liam gunned his own lifeboats engines to head over to where he could shout to its Cox�n.
�Take them on in before they catch their deaths� we�ll hold station here!�
The ocean was in a quarrelsome mood with the odd six-foot swell making the business of looking for anything in the water difficult, despite the light from overhead. The first person they saw in the water was that of a woman in uniform, Terry from Sligo saw her as a wave lifted her from a trough briefly and Liam went in the direction the compass said he had pointed. He had to jockey the engines to get close to her, as the wind was strong enough to have an effect on even their low profile. Adrian helped Terry pull her over the side and into the boat where they got to work on her, trying to get the seawater from her lungs and carrying out CPR. It was a hopeless task and she lay in the bottom of the boat staring through filmy eyes, the life having fled from them. Liam looked at the woman�s nametag and the gold oak leaf on the epaulettes of her uniform shirt from his seat behind the Lifeboats helm; it matched the colour of the wedding band on her ring finger. �It�s a sorry time coming in the Pebanet household today,� he muttered to the wind.
They found two more bodies in the water by looking for the lamps on their life vests, and the helicopters were also busy, their lights picking out the shapes below and their divers went down on the hoists to recover them on litters.
Liam decided that they were too overloaded and should take their sorry cargo to the minesweeper, unload and return once more, so he turned the boat away from all the activity and opened the throttles some more. After no more than a minute or so, to Liam�s utter disgust the port engine missed, coughed and then fell silent. �Ah� you�re an awful contraption and that you are� an� after the sweet words and flattery I�ve been heaping on you too!� He brought the bow around to point into the waves and throttled back, intending to open the engines casing long enough to give it a blast of WD40 in the carburettor and a hefty rap with a spanner.
Nancy had expended all the air from her lungs and still not reached the surface. The bulky mass of the aircraft had her trapped in its sinking wake, but she didn�t know this, she did know that she needed air or she would die. In desperation she fought back the instinctive urge to open her mouth and gulp, instead she pulled the toggle on her life vest, breaking the fatal hold the aircraft had on her as the vest inflated and carried her upwards.
She broke the surface and gasped at the precious air as a wave rolled over her. Salt water burned her sinuses and throat; she choked on the water, coughed and spluttered to evict it, in order to take in oxygen.
Each time a wave lifted her she waved an arm and shouted toward the lights, but the wind and the noise from the helicopters rotors drowned her pleas.
The cold was like a living thing, sapping her strength and her will as it first seeped into her limbs, and then her brain.
She didn�t know at what point she slipped from reality and into a dream world, but the warmth of the summer sun in Montana replaced the all-pervading cold of the Atlantic. She was hiking with her parents and brother again in the holidays before she started high school, tramping across the wooded hills of Glacier National Park. The scent of pine and wild flowers was heavy in the air along with the heavy drone of insects. She paused on the trail when she caught sight of a deer amongst the trees; the deer was motionless, staring right back at her. It was a magical moment that she had spoiled the first time by calling out to her family what she could see, and the deer had bolted. This time however her brother hadn�t shouted at her to leave the deer alone and catch up, he grabbed her by her pigtails and pulled hard. That in itself was very strange, because she knew for a fact she�d never worn her hair that way.
The light from Liam�s own lamp caught the pale face as it drifted just beyond the stern of the Galway lifeboat. He saw the pasty white face and blue lips, and took it for another dead body until the lips moved, mouthing, �Look at that!� He leant forward to grab her by an arm but she was drifting out of reach and he caught a handful of long dark hair instead. Taking a firm hold he pulled the body in to the side of the boat where he and Terry lifted her inboard where Terry felt for a pulse.
�We�ll be needing a helicopter, she has a pulse � but it�s terrible weak.� He pulled open a space blanket, wrapping it around the figure in the water-logged USAF uniform, and activated chemically heated hot bags which he placed atop her torso whilst Liam called in one of the S-61s to airlift her to hospital.
West of Wuitterlingen, Germany: 0550hrs, same day.
There was only a light powdering of snow on Nikoli�s Gortex bivi bag when he emerged into the pre-dawn with a full bladder. He had a Bergen and an arctic �maggot� beside the bivi bag, which were not of Russian issue but British. All the items were at least second-hand when he had acquired them, but they were of superior quality to that which his troops had to make do with. Since arriving back from the UK the kit had earned a few envious glances, but he had brought back to the Red Army something else acquired from the British, it ensured that if his men couldn�t get out of the wind, rain and cold, then neither did he. He didn�t eat until his troops had done so, and he did not practice the Russian military class system. The one senior NCO who had displayed the �do as I say, not as I do� attitude had found himself doing every shitty job that had needed to be done, and a few that hadn�t. By the time he had been promoted to Captain after the Leipzig operation, everyone in the Regiment had heard of his unusual command style. It made him a popular, yet respected figure with the junior ranks, and one viewed with an element of suspicion by the more senior ones, as someone who�d �gone native� whilst in the West. Only one of his peers had taken it upon himself to criticise Nikoli to his face, and that individual was still baffled by his reply.
�My heart pumps purple piss, hinney� now sod off before I back squad yer teeth to Week One!� Nikoli had said in an appalling attempt at a Geordie accent.
As he watered the side of a tree this morning he looked around at the position. All his men were below ground level in shell scrapes spread about in a roughly triangular position; he had instigated its use, dispensing with the established Russian circular orientation. A machine gun sat at each of the three points, so an attacker coming from any direction would have at least two of them, plus two thirds of the units rifles to contend with. It wasn�t a Russian invention, it wasn�t British or American either, but Australian. The �Iron Triangle� had been proven when a company from 1RAR, 1st Battalion Royal Australian Regiment, had found itself surrounded by almost a regiment of regular troops from the NVA, North Vietnamese Army, on 8th January 1966 near Cu Chi, in an area known as the Ho Bo Woods. Several other factors had leant a part in the Australians successful defence; the personal weapons carried by the Australians were the GPMG and the SLR, which used the same calibre ammunition, the heavy 7.62 round. The SLR was self-loading but did not have an automatic fire capability, so the infantrymen only fired single, aimed shots; there was none of the extravagant expenditure of ammunition that was the norm with US troops who used the M-16. The Australian troops had received no significant ammunition resupply during the action, although about 6000 rounds of belted ammunition in boxes had been dropped, quite literally, through the tree canopy to them from a helicopter that just happened to be passing and heard a short range radio message toward the end. The Aussie troops had carried everything in with them, in their webbing pouches and packs. The gimpies had run low on belted ammunition, and this had been solved by the riflemen contributing some of their spare 7.62 ball. The gun groups emptied the rounds from the SLR magazines tossed to them and made up fresh belts using links from already expended belts that lay in heaps below the guns. It was not a practice that could have been duplicated by an American unit who�s M-60s and M-16s used incompatible calibre ammunition. The Australians had been unable to call in artillery or air strike as the one radio with the range to reach anyone friendly was an early casualty. The NVA had tried both infiltration and human wave tactics from most points of the compass, but the Australians had dug in and held. When the NVA had withdrawn nine hours later, they left over two hundred of their number behind, the boys from Oz lost eight dead and twenty-nine wounded.
Nikoli had not learnt of that battle in a Russian military school, but whilst sat at the back of a classroom in Brecon during one of CSM Probert�s lectures. Colin had ended that particular lesson by pointing out that a single hit from an SLR, even on a limb, would put the recipient out of action due to the stopping power of the 7.62mm round. The M-16 on the other hand had to be altered by the US servicemen, quite illegally, in order to make its lighter round tumble, to achieve something close to the same effect. This affected its range, which was not a great problem if in the jungle, and its accuracy, which was. With a wry smile he had held up an SA-80. �And guess which round this thing uses.�
It irked Nikoli that Colin had bested him, not once but twice now. The village had been taken far quicker than he would ever have expected, and then at the copse, his plan to embroil the enemy battalion in at least a two company, and time consuming action, had failed because the Guards warrant officer had seen through it. Well, the decision had now been taken to withdraw to brigade lines, so they would not be locking horns with each other again.
Dawn was approaching, and now was the time to pack everything away and be ready to face a dawn attack, if one were to come. The paratrooper captain did up his flies and went back toward his own shell scrape, once there he tugged rapidly on the communications cords.
USS Gerald Ford Battle Group, 546 miles SSW of Greenland: 0600hrs, same day.
Conrad Mann�s flagship, the Nimitz class aircraft carrier USS Gerald Ford, sat on the south side of a warship screen around forty-eight merchant ships.
A sizeable chunk of his command, twice the size in numerical terms than in peacetime and now spread over twenty-five square miles of ocean, came from the USN Reserve fleet. He had relatively few �modern� warships that were purpose built for dedicated tasks such as ASW or air defence. Financial restraints placed on the armed forces had led to a breed of �multi-role� hulls that the politicians thought sounded sexy. The difference between an air defence destroyer, and a multi role destroyer, was that the multi role could only carry half the munitions and half the trained personnel for either role. In the Pacific the multi-role ships that had met the Chinese head on were either on the bottom, or only existed now as highly irradiated dust. Off the North Cape the dedicated anti-aircraft ships that had survived the mass attacks had only done so by carrying far more munitions than they were designed to do. So the admiral had confidence that although the Reserve Fleet ships may lack the latest upgrades, they were in no way �second best�. Conrad Mann was personally very concerned that before the war the United States had no plans to replace its present frigates, once decommissioning of individual ships took place at the end of their planned lives. With luck and a little common sense, that decision would undergo some serious reconsideration.
The previous evening his battle group had joined with the merchant ships, come about and carried out a RAS, replenishment at sea, of all the usual items. Taking a leaf from the North Cape task force, they had taken on additional air defence stocks and the Health and Safety officer had taken a Valium, there was so much explosive ordnance lining the passageways of the warships.
As the ships sailed east once more Admiral Mann cast his eyes over the list of supplies they had taken onboard the Gerald Ford. Although budgetary concerns were no longer something he had to fret over, he was still seriously pissed after looking at the figures in the right hand column, and put in a call to Henry Shaw on the generals mobile phone.
HMS Illustrious ASW Group. 210 miles south of the Faeroe Isles.
Since her Sea Harriers had flown off to join the North Cape Task Force, the flight deck of the Royal Navy warship had seen steady but not excessive flying activity.
The Type 42 destroyer, HMS Edinburgh was a mile to the north, whilst the Type 22 ASW frigates HMS Sheffield, HMS Cumberland and HMS Campbeltown held a triangular formation seven miles out with the carrier at the centre. The base of the triangle faced the direction the threat would come from, the north. The nearest neighbours to the carrier were the fleet replenishment ship and the oiler, Fort George and Oakleaf, the groups supermarket and filling station.
Four elderly Sea Kings had arrived three days ago from Scotland via the Faeroes to supplement her compliment of Merlins, and the technicians had immediately had to ground them. The private contractors charged with their storage and upkeep in the UK had apparently been claiming a lot of money from the taxpayers whilst failing to meet the maintenance requirements.
The Captain of Illustrious had been planning on keeping his men rested until they came within range of the soviet submarine force, but his engine, airframe and electronics technicians had been working around the clock to get the aircraft in a fit state to do the job expected of them. When he had fired off his report on the matter to the MOD, he couldn�t help wondering which Minister and official�s had shares in the maintenance company, under assumed names of course, taking advantage of the legal loophole in British law that permitted the practice, and one that successive governments had refused to close. He had to wonder about the integrity of such people who would not only fight to retain such a thing, but also remove the independence of the only department set up to tackle corruption within government, because it was doing its job too well.
Flurries of snow were gusting across the flight deck as he watched two Merlins and a Sea King spool up. The frigates each carried a pair of Sea Lynx helicopters, and the destroyer carried one. They were putting up half of their sub hunting aircraft now, and a four hours on, four off rota was commencing now that the enemy was confirmed as having got past the NATO hunter killer submarines. It was still pitch dark and the ships were steaming west, but once the dawn came they would turn north with the aim of bringing the enemy force to battle.
West of Wuitterlingen, Germany: 0615hrs, same day.
The Russian paratroopers of Nikoli�s small command lay quietly in their shell scrapes; all kit packed away and ready to move. They watched their assigned arcs, waiting for the dawn and watching for movement. Last light and first light are the times when human eyes are at their least efficient, they don�t recognise shapes as well and are most likely to miss movement in the half-light.
It had been the first night without more snow since they had jumped into Germany, for the second time. Nikoli rolled over onto his back and looked up through the skeletal branches at the sky, and to his surprise saw stars through breaks in the cloud cover. For days now the clouds had blocked out the heavens, drenching the landscape with almost constant rainfall before the temperature had dropped further, and rain turned to snow.
Against backdrop of stars, a cluster of fast moving objects with fiery tails caught his attention briefly before the cloud barred his view.
Sgt Osgood raised his head to check that all his men had their own heads tucked below the level of the ditch they�d hunkered down in, four hundred metres from the woods edge.
Guardsman Robertson and his oppo Aldridge, the would-be sex machines of Tyne and Weir, were peering over the top, hoping to see a fireworks display when the MLRS sub munitions arrived.
�I�m going to come over there and mallet you two if you don�t get yer swedes down, right now!� Like tortoises under threat, their heads vanished from sight. Oz took another moment to reassure himself that there were no other defaulters in his platoon, before settling down next to Colin Probert.
�How accurate are these things they�re lobbing over anyway?�
�The Gunners think they�re hot stuff, dead accurate, surgically precise examples of modern military technology� our lords and masters have full confidence in their abilities.� Colin murmured.
�Is that why we�re a half mile from the target, and hiding in a ditch?�
"Too right mate!� Colin chuckled. �Never rely on the safety assurances of someone in an office, a hundred miles away from the site of a pre-planned explosive event.� His earpiece came to life; the company commanders transmission cutting off any further whispered banter.
�Hello all stations One, this is One Nine, DRURY LANE� out!�
�Here it comes, boys and girls!�
There was a series of high-pitched cracks in rapid succession from high overhead, up above the clouds, and then silence.
The last time Oz had been on a battlefield when this weapon had been used was on the Wesernitz. He had been up to his nuts in muck and bullets at the time, and hadn�t known the MLRS had taken out an entire enemy regiment until after the battle. The constant scream of incoming mortars and shells, explosions and small arms fire had drowned it out.
�Is that it?� he whispered to Colin, somewhat disappointed. The roar of thousands of explosions, lasting several seconds but seeming much longer, drowned Colin�s answer out.
�As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted.� Colin repeated once it was over. �It sounds a bit like a shed load of firecrackers going off in the distance.�
�Yeah right� firecrackers the size of shit-house doors!�
Colin was peering over the top of the ditch at the large mass of trees, where it was apparent that something other than wood and rabbit droppings inhabited the target area. There were several secondary explosions, and small arms ammunition was cooking off in one of the fires, the glow of them showed in the fading darkness.
They both ducked involuntarily as first one pair and then a second pair of fighter-bombers screamed overhead, heading for the fires and secondary�s. Neither soldier saw the aircraft drop their ordnance, but fire boiled up above the treetops, and the whiff of petrochemicals reached then on the breeze.
�I love the smell of� � began Oz, as he started to recite the line from the film, but Colin cut him off abruptly, drawing his bayonet and wrapping the blade against his helmet to draw attention.
�Well, I don�t� whoever invented that filthy stuff was never in the infantry.� He held up the bayonet until he heard the sound of others being drawn from their scabbards, and then fitted it to his SLR, giving it a test tug to ensure the retaining lug had taken.
From behind came the sound of the battalions 81mm mortars firing off the first mission, and Colin stood up and scrambled up the side of the ditch to kneel on top. The men of No.1 and No. 2 Company, 1CG left the ditch and paused on one knee, bayonets fixed and awaiting the command to advance through the wood.
Nikoli removed his hands from over his ears and realised he was still screaming in mortal terror, and he wasn�t the only one either. The air was full of the scent of spent explosives, petrol vapour, wood sap and something else� the iron tinted scent of fresh blood. He raised his head out of the shell scrape and looked furtively about, the air was hazy with smoke and the trees were no longer heavy with snow resting on their branches. Something had taken numerous bites out of every tree in sight; wounded limbs hung down from freshly torn trunks, and amputated branches lay everywhere.
Nikoli had attended lectures and seen footage of the effects MLRS and its M77 submunitions; he now knew that it was possible to stay alive in its killing zone, only if below ground level. Five thousand, one hundred and fifty two of its grenade-like submunitions had landed on the large wooded area, thank Christ they have no airburst capability, were his thoughts.
Crawling from position to position he took stock, one bomblet had landed on a man as he lay in his hole, another paratroopers head had been poking up at the wrong moment, and was pulverised. Two men were concussed, and five more had minor wounds from wood splinters and sundry flying muck, all were badly shaken up.
The night was on the retreat, yet the glow from the area where they had cammed up their transport, a quarter of a mile away, was visible due to the napalm dropped on the already burning vehicles. There was another glow northeast of them, and although they did not know it, an assortment of stolen NATO vehicles was also burning fiercely.
To the northeast of Nikoli�s paratroopers was another soviet unit, manned by unconventional troops more used to being delivered to, and extracted from lightly defended rear areas than stand-up fights.
The special-forces unit commander had performed ambushes, assassinations, kidnappings, poisoned water holes and delivered booby-trapped kids toys to the outskirts of villages in Afghanistan and Chechnya during his service. However, his only experience of conventional tactics had been during his basic training, and his style of leadership did not include the rigid discipline one might expect of a military unit. At CQB, close-quarters battle, he and his men were deadly, but in conventional warfare they were found wanting. His men were living in the vehicles and two bunkers that housed the equipment and munitions caches, there were no trenches dug, as they did not expect to be in the combat zone for a protracted period, or have to defend the site. Sentries had been in the open, squatting under groundsheets out of the worst of the elements, where they could provide early warning, and contain intruders who may stumble upon them, but little else.
Major Kolsov awoke to the sound of the world ending, even though the heavy door to the bunker was closed against the elements. Scrambling for his weapon he headed for the ladder to the bunkers door, pausing only to stamp hard on the trapdoor to the bunkers lower level, to silence the sound of female screams coming from below. At the top of the ladder he flicked a switch, extinguishing the single electric light bulb, and pushed up the door until it locked open. Peering out cautiously he saw his second in command doing the same from the other bunker twenty feet away.
�Captain� report?�
The other man had been looking in another direction and jumped, obviously shaken by what had taken place. �Er� cluster bomb attack, I think� �
He glanced down as something was shouted to him from within that bunker, and then looked back.
�No one is answering their radios� I will send two men to check.�
Their own vehicles, a half dozen APCs from various NATO armies, a Landrover, a Humvee and a German civilian police car were only three hundred metres away, in the centre of an area aflame with napalm. Everywhere that Kolsov looked showed the effects of anti-personnel weapons, so he shook his head.
�Don�t bother, they are beyond help� we stay in these uniforms and move out� fast, in five minutes.�
His Captain started to descend from sight and then stopped. �What about the prisoners� can they run, do we take them?�
Kolsov gave a harsh laugh.
�The way we�ve been using them, I doubt they can walk.� Sliding down the ladder he pulled on Wermacht equipment and stuffed extra ammunition inside the pockets of the camouflage jacket. There was little else of immediate use to him in this bunker, older uniforms from the clothing cache in the lower level had served as his bed, 1950�s khaki battle dress jackets bearing the shoulder flashes of Divisions long since disbanded. This level was a store for petrol, grenades, small arms and ammunition; the neighbouring bunker held explosives, medical supplies and rations. Once he was certain he had everything he needed he strode over to the trapdoor, lifting it open. Two faces peered up at him, squinting against the light entering from above. The German policewoman had been the driver of the police car they had seized; her partner had been tossed down an embankment after his throat had been cut. She had been spared for the same reason as the other occupant; both she and the USAF radar operator captured at Geilenkirchen AFB were young and pretty. Their faces had a haggard look about them now, bruised from repeated rapes by Kolsov and his men. Kolsov smiled coldly at them before closing it once more and securing the bolt that held it closed. Carrying over a jerrycan of petrol he carefully removed the pin from a hand grenade and lay the petrol can on its side atop the trapdoor, wedging the grenade beneath where the cans weight would hold the spring-arm in place until the can was moved. He had little doubt that the two females would call out once they heard friendly voices overhead, and some gallant young NATO soldier would try to release them. A second jerrycan was emptied onto the floor, and he grinned maliciously when the flammable liquid found its way down to the lower level through the gaps between the trapdoor and its frame. The prisoners terrified screams would serve to attract attention, providing of course that they had not shouted themselves hoarse by then.
About 300lbs of plastic explosive remained in the bunker, but without detonators inserted it would just burn fiercely, however the boxes of grenades, claymore mines and assorted munitions, would cook off nicely in the flames fed by the remaining twenty jerrycans. Emerging into the open he dropped the light bulb he had removed, and crushed it under foot before gesturing to the captain and the eight remaining men to follow him. Helmstedt held the nearest soviet forces and he headed southwest at a run, looking to put as much distance as possible between the evidence of recent habitation and themselves.
The mortars had dropped smoke to cover the pair of rifle companies in their advance on the woods, but on reaching the trees that cover stopped. The sweep through was only accomplished after much shouting and cursing, frequent stops in order to straighten the line and regain the intervals between each man. At 8am the Coldstreamers came up to the wrecks of a pair of Marder infantry fighting vehicles, a Bradley and a trio of M113s, a smell of something very similar to roast pork hung heavily in the air. The section that made the discovery also reported the presence of children�s corpses, but CSM Probert put the finders straight. He was pleased that the section was in cover when he arrived at the edge of a burnt area, all of 400m long and half again as wide. Blackened tree trunks, their branches burnt down to mere stumps, stuck up like ebony stalagmites from the roasted earth, giving the scene the look of an alien landscape. He followed the sections young commander to the first corpse, the soldier was keeping his features steadfastly neutral as he pointed it out, and Colin knew the young man was disturbed by this apparent discovery.
�The thing about napalm Corporal Tolley is the high temperature it produces. Body fluids boil away, and as they do the rest, including the bones, contracts� this isn�t a child�s body, I�d say he was about medium height when he was alive, the heat just shrank him by six inches or so.� The section commander looked down at the body, and then at Colin, visibly relieved that they hadn�t been involved in the accidental death of some kids playing Robin Hood amongst the trees.
They counted thirty-six bodies amongst the vehicles, and a further ten spread about nearby in pairs, easily identifiable as the sentries, but had found no living enemy troops. The first indication that there were survivors from the attack came a short time later when they came up to the bunkers, and Colin having rejoined his place at the centre of the platoon, hurried back.
He crawled the last twenty feet to where L/Cpl Tolley was lying beside Major Thompson.
�Sir, Armitage came across those two open trapdoors, there�s a fair bit of foot traffic around them in the snow, but he had a listen and says he can hear someone shouting from the far one..� that was before he called me. I�ve had a shufti, and it sounds like women.�
Colin could see the openings, about 25m away.
�What can you tell me, are they tunnels or what?�
�Sir, I can�t see the point of having two entrances next door to each other if they are tunnels. The trapdoors are metal, look fairly old like, and there are ladders that go down ten feet or so� the walls, what I could see of them, are brick, it�s pretty dark in there� maybe they are some sort of hides, sir.�
He nudged Tolley.
�Okay corporal, cut along back to your section, get them to toss across all their toggle ropes.� Colin had decided that an entry had to be effected so he was working on the assumption that there may be booby traps, the ladders were therefore suspect.
Colin used hand signals to tell 2 Section to provide cover if required and once the signal had been passed to everyone in that section, Colin crawled forward on his stomach, following Tolley�s footprints in the snow.
Haddon�s Rock: 0900hrs, same day.
Crisis management is all about priorities, what needs to be done first and what can wait. A policeman at a traffic accident will deal with any casualties first, then the cars and lastly the witnesses, but if there are enough blue uniforms on scene they can do all three at once. The problem the President of the United States had was that there was just one of him and too many crises vying for the top slot. Some items he could farm out but others were his alone to deal with. A crisis not of the national security variety, but much closer to home, had been trying for twelve hours to reach him. A personal secretary at the family home in Wisconsin had notified the First Lady of a very official communication from the Defence Department, addressed to the Presidents first born. She had thought that they had an understanding, that their son would not be required to serve, and furthermore their friends had received the same call-up papers and some though not all felt betrayed. There were other people seeking his attention for the same reason, including some major contributors to the party war chest who did not appreciate their sons and daughters call to arms. It would be some time a lot later that day that the President would receive the first angry caller.
The President broke the connection with the new British PM, and shook his head in dismay. He had meant only to send commiseration�s followed by congratulations to his new office, but the damned man had stated he wanted some �input� into how the war was being fought. He had obviously read a book once on cold war military strategy, and after a few words of very feigned regret at the death of his predecessor, stated he wanted the RAF to commence deep strike operations against railheads etc, in Poland and the Czech Republic. Didn�t the fool realise that his air force, in fact both their air forces, had been four times larger when Deep Strike had been an option, and now they just did not have the aircraft for such missions.
He wasn�t vastly impressed with the cabinet re-shuffle that was proposed either; the ex-servicemen his predecessor had brought in had been ousted by academics. That last thought brought a wry smile to the Presidents face, he was an academic himself and his own opinions of the military had undergone a sea change in the past weeks. However, the President had objected to the new PMs choice for one critical position as he failed to see what a 30-year-old with a degree in Sociology could bring with her by way of experience to the key Defence Ministers post. He was put on hold for half a minute but he knew full well that the �urgent matter that would take a few seconds� was merely a ploy to continue the call on another phone. The CIA and diplomatic sources kept him abreast of the peccadillos in both friendly and unfriendly governments.
Political horse-trading had commenced with the resumption of the call, and ended with a former Shadow Cabinet member getting the job.
He replaced the receiver and chuckled because he didn�t know what amused him more, the fact that the guy wouldn�t be getting anymore extra-marital workouts in that bed, or the Sociologist who�d just been screwed twice, in very different ways.
The Chief Executive signalled for more coffee and turned to the stack of files marked �Most Secret� sent over by Admiral Gee for his signature. After first checking that Henry Shaw had already signed off on them he scribbled his signature and reached for the next in the pile. He didn�t read the content, a glance at the name of the operation was all they got, such odd names designed to disinform an enemy of their purpose. Pork Crackling, Alabama Sunset, Armageddon�s Song, Cosmic Wanderer, and what the hell was a Turkey Snack supposed to do? Henry Shaw certainly wasn�t one for macho sounding names of the Approaching Fury, or Imminent Lightning strain.
The aide who delivered his coffee reminded him that he was due to call the new German Chancellor in five minutes, and then he had to sleep as the Far Eastern and Anzac representatives were arriving in the late hours. The summit would be delayed twenty-four hours in order for the Europeans to send replacements for those killed in Galway Bay. He rushed through the pile and was putting his pen away when the aide re-entered and gave him the nod. He allowed himself a moment to prepare and then picked up the receiver.
�Mr Chancellor, please allow me to express my deepest regret� �
West of Wuitterlingen, Germany: 0920hrs, same day.
The broken glass from a light bulb was the first confirmation Colin had that a �nasty� had been left behind by the enemy. He�d lain beside the entrance looking at the shards of glass in the snow before crawling back, only to return with a rather bloodied shirt, taken from a corpse, and a pair of PNGs, passive night goggles.
The bulb had been broken either to hinder anyone entering, or to force them to use light, either of which could prove fatal depending on the type of device in use. He didn�t have �Polestar� to help him out with its remotely activated flashbulbs and light emissions of differing frequencies, so ultimately he would have to go down himself. The hide appeared to be of fairly professional construction, so an automated self-destruct system was a possibility, something like a movement sensor on a timer giving just enough time for an authorised person to disarm it. With that in mind he�d tied the shirt to the rope and laid it across the entrance, retiring to a safe distance before pulling the rope and allowing the shirt end to fall within the dark confines. After five minutes of jerking the rope up and down to spoof any motion sensor, he had tied his end to a tree and climbed down it, avoiding the ladder. Finding the booby-trap was almost an anti-climax, in fact it was such an obvious ploy that it raised goosebumps because he�d thought he might have missed something.
Petrol fumes had rendered one of the prisoners unconscious, and the other had to be carried out too due to its effects. Both were sent to the rear under escort to where an armoured ambulance would meet them at the forests edge.
By 1400hrs the two rifle companies had emerged out of the far side of the wood without sighting a single live enemy. Lt Col Reed gave the men a half hour to brew up and have some food before swinging back onto their original axis and continuing the advance, leaving Major Thompson and his troops to complete a head count of the corpses. An hour later and the wood had been abandoned by NATO, but the scars of their visit would remain for decades.
In the north western region of the woods, an area of the snow covered woodland floor moved. Like a large green earthworm coming up for air a quilted tip poked up from the snow, and there remained motionless for five minutes as it listened. Apparently satisfied that there was nothing hostile nearby, it wriggled itself clear of the snow and parted down the centre.
Nikoli unzipped the sleeping bag and rolled out of it into a firing position. His assault rifle shook in his hands and he handled it clumsily, the cold that had slowly sucked the heat from his limbs had robbed them of their dexterity.
Over the next few minutes all but two of his men heaved off the snow that had concealed them within their shell scrapes, several were unable to hold their weapons as the cold had made numb hands and fingers into unresponsive claws.
The amount of debris that had fallen onto the snowy surface of the wood during the attack had lessened the chances of discovery by the enemy. They had covered each other over with snow and the hidden men used twigs to keep small air holes open. The British troops had moved through this section of wood carefully but they were more focused on defensive positions and men above ground, so the paratroopers went undiscovered.
The two who had not appeared were wounded men, and in their shocked state had lapsed into hypothermia and died. They were left where they lay and the snow shovelled back over them.
Nikoli kept his men busy, packing away ground sheets and sleeping bags before allowing them to eat cold rations and await the coming of dark. As NATO had apparently blown up a whole wood in order to take them out, he decided that they would rejoin the main force without further diversions. A recce confirmed that the wood and its surrounds were now clear of NATO combat troops, so with the fall of night he led his men west.
North Atlantic, 200 miles south of the Faeroes: 2033hrs, same day.
Any notions that the Russians would try to sneak past the Royal Navy anti-submarine warfare group were quickly dispelled as dusk was falling. Since the afternoon, the Merlins and Sea Kings caught fleeting glimpses of the enemy on their sonars at extreme range, but like will-o-the-whisp�s they disappeared when they tried to lock them down. The senior ASWO, aboard the Illustrious was in agreement with the operators in the helicopters, these contacts were diesels, and as such more elusive than the nuclear boats. Of the big nuclear powered vessels there was as yet no trace, and it was assumed that the diesels constituted the van of the enemy force. The big fear was that the force had divided into smaller units, sent out to search different sectors of a necessity, due to the hugely degraded satellite coverage. The only known RORSAT the enemy still had up at the moment wouldn�t cover the upper reaches of the North Atlantic for another twelve hours.
At 2015hrs the first missiles had broken the surface and headed for the British surface warships. Sixteen missiles from a single source that had been quickly attacked and sunk, as had another diesel that began emitting radar energy and transmitting radio messages during the attack.
HMS Edinburgh had hardly worked up a sweat as her air defence systems swatted the dozen inbounds from the sky, well before they had closed to critical range. All twelve had climbed to two thousand feet and flown diverging courses, an obvious sign that the Russian submariners had no up to date intelligence on NATO positions. The defenders were still congratulating themselves when the next attack came fifteen minutes later, from five widely spaced vessels and on evasive courses that would terminate close to the Type 42 destroyer, using targeting data gathered by the sacrificed submarine that had plotted HMS Edinburgh�s position on radar, backtracking her missiles. Merlins and Sea Kings, heading back to their patrol areas after running for cover with the first launches, scattered once more. Most went east or west, getting out of the way, whilst those nearer the carrier headed for her deck.
Four vessels launched almost simultaneously, the fifths missiles were not breaking the surface until her sister ships ordnance were all in the air. Edinburgh�s air defence team went to high gear, plotting and launching on the inbounds, which were altering altitude, course and speed every minute or so.
To reach Edinburgh the missiles passed between the frigates HMS Cumberland and Campbeltown, entering the edges of their air defence zones. The first six missiles detected the warships radar energy and altered course, four going for the Campbeltown and two at her sister ship, leaving the destroyer to cope with the forty-six remainder.�Illustrious came up with the destroyer, lending its own Phalanx gun to the defence, ten minutes later its magazine had expended all but eighteen rounds in destroying the ten missiles that got inside the missile engagement range.
The last eight missiles, flying almost a minute behind the main wave, were connected to one another by microwave link. Those additions, plus their ultra-sensitive proximity sensors, were upgrades added just prior to departing Murmansk. HMS Cumberland quickly splashed the first pair launched at her, and she sent Sea Darts after the last group of missiles as they entered the western edge of her air defence envelope. Only the last Russian weapon could be attacked due to the extreme range, and Cumberland�s targeting system only predicted a 30�% chance of interception. However the defending missiles were detected a quarter mile away by the tail-end-charlie who flashed a signal to the others. The signal triggered a chain of actions that took less than a thousandth of a second to complete, ending with an electronic impulse reaching Krypton switches in the weapons innards.
Haddon�s Rock: 2112hrs, same day.
Not since the 1960�s had the subterranean complex been filled with so many people and a rich variety of languages and accents seemed to add life to the cold grey concrete walls and passages. The tanned skins of the delegates from the Pacific Rim countries were in sharp contrast to the pallid, prison-like pallor�s of the Americans, most of whom had not seen the sun for many days.
The President had prepared himself for a night of informal meetings and little sleep, but to his surprise there were few delegates with national axes to grind, the war had given focus and unity to the threatened nations.
Any hope of an early night were dashed by the hand written note Admiral Gee passed to him as he made small talk with the PM of New Zealand. It simply stated �News from the Atlantic� and he was wearing a neutral expression so the president excused himself and headed for his office with the admiral in tow. Joe Levi was waiting outside as they arrived, a printout in his hands and a look that matched the admirals, but that changed once they were away from public view.
�Okay� what�s happened?� asked the President.
�Sir, at precisely twenty oh five hours the Royal Navy anti-submarine warfare group made contact with the enemy force� the reds used nukes Mr President.�
His scientific advisor listened grimly as Mike Gee continued.
�Multiple weapons were used and the Brits took heavy losses� their carrier, an air defence destroyer and a frigate are still capable of limited offensive operations, but they lost two frigates and most of their aircraft to the effects� �
�Actually HMS Campbeltown is still afloat.� Joseph interrupted. �� she�s only sinking quite slowly by the stern, but so heavily irradiated that her crew will be dead by this time tomorrow.� Then he realised he had not allowed the admiral to finish, and muttered �Sorry Mike.�
Admiral Gee wasn�t put out, and merely shrugged.
�Joe has the data downloaded from Illustrious it seems that the total yield was no more than ten megatons but the radiation count is out of proportion to that� the weapons probably all had a cobalt casing.�
�It was quite an ingenious solution to the problem of trying to defeat modern air defences with old systems.� Joe explained. � If you score a hit on a nuke in flight it will make a mess for years to come, but the warhead won�t detonate� so here they are with a bunch of old systems carrying one meg apiece� or thereabouts, and little chance of doing any real harm with them. They appear to have rigged them all to go off at once, and produce a lot of radiation while they were at it.
The President was getting used to receiving bad news; he did just wish that for once he�d get something he could feel good about.
�No chance at all that the soviets nuclear cupboard is now empty, I suppose?�
Admiral Gee shook his head.
�I very much doubt it sir� our best estimate is that we have whittled down their subs to between twelve and sixteen hulls� if they had nukes to use on the Illustrious group, then they will certainly have some remaining for the convoy.�
�What shape are the rest of them in� the Brit ships?�
�Something on par with sailing through a super tornado� 180mph winds, sixty foot waves, hull plates buckled and leaking, plus degraded electrical systems due to the EMP and a lot of ratings who were topside have sustained damage to their eyes.� Admiral Gee tried to picture what it must have been like in the vessels sickbays, trying to provide some level of comfort to young men and women writhing in the agony caused to their optical nerves. All the while the ships were being pounded by the mountainous seas that resulted from the explosions.
�Okay Mike.� The president�s voice snapped the naval officer out of his imaginings. �If we order the convoy onto a more southerly course they may just avoiding the subs, but it would add another day onto their sailing time. Can we hold out that long in Germany?�
�Supplies are again reaching critical levels sir� they have us outnumbered but our weaponry and equipment makes the difference, but once the ordnance runs out there will be no stopping them. We haven�t been able to snuff out the airborne foothold they have on the western banks of the rivers, and we are only making slow progress in Helmstedt and Braunschweig. And on that note� I have been informed that SACEUR has authorised the use of large fuel air weapons against both those towns. The Brits of their 3rd Mech, a Dutch armoured brigade and the French 2REP, the Foreign Legion paratroopers, together they are the only regular reserve he has left to form a blocking force if the reds break out. SACEUR has ordered the French and Dutch to link up with the Brits, which should happen tomorrow night.� Admiral Gee had spent an hour on the phone with SACEUR as the Canadian ran through his �worst possible scenario� should NATO fail to hold at its present line, it didn�t make for easy listening.
�We have our own 4th Mechanised Brigade of the 1st US Armoured Div out of the line for refit. They fought off the airborne dropped behind them whilst resisting the crossing down south on the Elbe and took a beating� they are at half strength and they are going west to reconstitute. If the line breaks at the Elbe then they will be in a position to join with the blocking force. SACEUR is also about to order forces from Norway to reinforce Germany, the British 40 and 44 Royal Marine Commando units� �
�Do they have armour?� interrupted the President.
�No sir, they aren�t set up like the USMC.�
�So we will have what� a handful of infantry heavy brigades to stop a whole bunch of armoured divisions?�
�If our line at the Elbe breaks� yes Mr President, but please bear in mind the Reds motor rifle and tank units aren�t anywhere close to full strength anymore.�
The President mulled all that over in his mind
Consequently those German towns are going to be flattened in order to free up the Brits.�
�What the hell is a large fuel air� I thought they were all big?�
�True enough Mr President, but the ones he signed off on are so big a C130 makes the drops.�
�When?� was the Presidents� only question.
�As soon as we can deliver them from stateside sir.�
North Atlantic: 0013hrs, 14th April.
Only the wakes of the nearest ships were able to tell Admiral Mann�s eyes that his great vessel was not alone in the night. He stood on the bridge wing staring off into the distance with his arms wrapped around himself, in an attempt to ward off the bitter cold.
He had earlier received a call from the president and had taken it in his office, with the door closed and his staff sat outside for the duration. It had not been the easiest of moments in his life, knowing the fate of Europe, if not the free world, would stand or fall on his decision of how to proceed, now that they knew how the enemy intended to deal with his command.
He was very aware that the president was not alone during the call, and that his military advisors would have been scribbling comments down on paper, and showing them to the president. Whether or not those comments had been critical or supportive, the president had heard him out without interruption, listening to the reasons for his intended course of action, ending the call with a sombre
�Admiral, you are the man on the spot and know the risks better than I. The next forty-eight hours will show whether or not you are right� and our prayers go with you all.�
Admiral Conrad did not know what the presidents� reaction would have been, had he once more requested permission to employ nuclear depth charges. When the skies had shrouded 90�% of the planet, and the snow had come again after their first use, Conrad had felt a sick panic in his gut, like someone playing with a match who starts a major conflagration they have no hope of stopping. He shook his head now as he thought about it; no he couldn�t, not again. He had opened Pandora�s Box once and maybe they could survive the consequences, but he dare not lift that lid a second time.
The rain started without any preliminary spitting, the heavens opening and reducing visibility even further, as it poured down upon the solitary figure, adding its weight to an already crushing burden.
Edwin Andrew Air Base, Mindanao, Philippines: 0141hrs, same day.
There was a great deal of activity on the runways and taxiways, all taking place with the very minimum of illumination. B2 Spirit bombers were lined up along the taxiways awaiting the word to launch, but they weren�t the fore runners of this operation, the first of those had taken off hours before.
An impressive number of tankers from the 909th Air Refuelling Squadron, late of Yokota AFB but now based at Hickam AFB in Hawaii, and the 161st Air Refuelling Wing from Sky Harbor in Phoenix, were out ahead of them in a long stream of KC-135Es, a long line that initially ran south from Mindanao before curving in a loop to India. The Air National Guardsmen and women were carrying out the complex refuelling plan along the route that gave Singapore and Chinese dominated or occupied areas a wide birth. With a range of over 11,000 miles, the 120,000lbs of transferable fuel each carried would see the bombers with their human loads into China and from there to Hickam AFB where they would revert back to their primary role, ready for the next stage. C5s were enroute to Hickam from Whiteman AFB with the bombers launching gear and ordnance, the ground crews would be on their way to Hawaii within two hours of the last B2 leaving the ground.
The first pair of bombers were still configured for the role they had been designed for, they would precede the way into China, and as a last resort would wild weasel the hell out of any air defences that detected their charges. In the third bomber in line for take-off, Major Dewar had his fingers triple crossed that no defensive action by the bombers would be necessary, because their mission was as good as doomed if it was.
Special Forces soldiers are trained to rely on their own abilities, and those of their teammates, but the two-dozen troops were now locked away in the dark, reliant on other people�s skills and the vagaries of chance.
* * *
Further east, quite a long way closer to the US West Coast, the sole surviving warship of Britain�s flag waving mission to the Far East, crept along 900 fathoms below the surface.
The turn-around time in a Pearl Harbor almost devoid of its warships and fleet auxiliaries had been eerie, conducted amidst row upon row of empty berths those occupants were now at sea, either on active operations or stood out of sight of land for security reasons. Aside from the dangers of missile attacks on the facilities, HMS Hood had seen evidence of other threats as she passed a birth where the superstructures of two destroyers protruded above the waves, their hulls breached by saboteurs� limpet mines on the first day of the war. The only other warship they�d seen had been whilst the replenishment was in full swing, the crew and base personnel working like a huge pit-stop crew. A frigate had steamed slowly past with her bilge pumps straining, the vessel listing slightly to starboard and seawater pouring from additional hose nozzles. Her upper works bearing the scars of modern warfare at sea, its bridge reduced to buckled and jagged steel, scarred by fire.
Hood had entered harbour just before sunset and tied up in the dark, with little in the way of fanfare. On the quayside to meet them had been a USN staff officer with �eyes only� orders and despatches for the captain, two armed SPs for the Chinese aviator, and a female captain accompanying a priest, who had another pair of SPs in tow, which had seemed quite bizarre at the time.
HMS Hood�s captain had debriefed the service personnel, and both civilian�s rescued from the attack by the Chinese Han class submarine, the two sole survivors of the USN/RN battle group that had been centred on the USS John F Kennedy, and two tourists who had stumbled in on the aftermath.
After signing for, and then locking away the orders, the captain had learnt the purpose of the odd foursome, and then sent for Lt Nikki Pelham, leaving her with the USN captain and priest in his cabin whilst they carried out their difficult task.
The young female aviator had been ashen faced as she�d left the vessel, there were no tears but they would come later, in the meantime the SPs assured that no press parasite got anywhere near her enroute to Hickam and a military flight stateside.
The Brits had departed for the embassy in their wake, and in all, the captain had time only for the briefest of farewells to each of his passengers before getting on with readying his command for war again.
A pre-dawn departure followed by a high-speed run of almost fifteen hundred miles had brought them to within sixty miles of the edge of their patrol area, but now they were back in the stealth business.
Southwest London, England: 0423hrs.
Following the onset of war a great number of people had left the capital, but they amounted to less than one percent of the total population. Not everyone had a second home to escape to, and most Londoners had to work for a living, global nuclear conflict or not.
The Right Honourable Matthew St Reever�s Esq had spent the previous weeks in the Cotswolds, there was little for a former shadow cabinet minister to do with a coalition government in power, so he and his wife had made a holiday of it.
The sudden death of the Prime Minster in the Atlantic had ended the holiday, and to his great surprise he found himself in office, it came as a surprise because only hours after the death he had been given the name of the new defence minister, prior to the reshuffle announcement, and it had not been his.
The Minister had rushed up to the alternative seat of government site, below ground in northeast England, where he found that his new colleagues were well versed in the intricacies of the Human Rights Act, and could find their way around a spread sheet, but their attitude was that of battlefields being �other� people�s domains. The defence ministers own military experience was limited to a year in the Eton College Army Cadet Corps, but he had taken his shadow post seriously, put himself about and had a serious respect for the nations fighting men and women. Unlike his colleagues, when he said �Army or �Navy� they did not sound like four letter expletives.
The new PM had obviously had his own �dream team� in mind should he ever find himself in number ten, and he had quite obviously made some promises to those individuals. The unfortunate part was that whereas these academics could possibly have formed a fair to middling peacetime government, it wasn�t peacetime anymore.
The PMs intended candidate for the defence seat was a young woman with zero political or military experience but who made a lot of noise about women�s rights, in particular her objections to the �glass ceiling� that prevented women being CEOs in industry or holding high office; this was someone who always forgot Margaret Thatcher. The young woman was to have been the PMs signal that he had no glass ceilings for talent as regards age or gender, however, it wasn�t lost on those in the know that the �young talent�s� only obvious ability was in dropping her panties for powerful men who could open doors.
One insider had made the wry comment.
�Perhaps the PM thinks the Russian premier won�t nuke us� if he thinks she�d put out for him too?�
The minister was now enroute to Whale Island where the China operation was being run, but he had papers in his safe at his London house in Tooting Bec, papers that he had not expected to need until this post had suddenly become his.
His protection team rode in the Daimlers before and aft of his own, and although he had a police driver for his car, that man was dozing in the passenger seat after fourteen straight hours behind the wheel. Fuel shortages were staring to bite and local councils only ploughed and gritted one lane on essential routes, which, added to the state of the icy road network and blackouts, made their journey south long and tiring.
The minister assured the policeman that he himself drove a Daimler before insisting that they change over, after leaving the M25 motorway at junction 14. Aside from the assigned drivers, the protection officers were either �Response� or �Basic� class drivers; police regulations prevented them from driving vehicles over a certain horsepower whilst on duty, so the minister saw no other choice.
At the slow speeds they were forced by the conditions to hold to, the minister did not notice the differences between his own car and this one.
The journey from the motorway to the A3 dual carriageway was frustrating for the minister, and he was glad to see that the wide, straight surface of the A3 was slightly clearer courtesy of some grit on part of its lanes.
The long journey and tiredness made the minister irritated with the pace of the lead car, which he thought should have been taking advantage of the clear stretch, so putting his foot down he overtook it, forcing it to speed up. He did not switch off the radio when the speaker emitted a protest from his protection team, but he did turn it down.
On a gritted lane with an open road ahead of him, the minister relaxed a little and took notice of the darkened suburbs. Without the aid of lighting it was hard to recall where he was on a road he had driven on hundreds of times before. There were no street or route signs to assist the unfamiliar traveller, they had been removed in order that an invading force could not benefit from the directions they displayed. It was like suddenly becoming a stranger in your own hometown, he thought.
The clear road ceased as he approached the underpass below the Malden Road junction, a container lorry travelling a lot slower occupied the lane free of snow and ice. Grinding his teeth in irritation the minister brought his speed down and glanced at his watch, they were seriously behind time and he wanted to collect the papers and get back on the road to Portsmouth.
His frustration grew as the lorry slowed even more to negotiate the ramp out of the underpass, and with a quick glance in the side mirror he pulled to the right, having to fight the steering as the wheels went off gritted tarmac and onto the snow and ice. He was able to give the lorry a wide berth and regain the cleared lane, putting his foot down instinctively. Beyond the Morden Road junction is a long downhill stretch on the in-town route, and the cars speed grew quickly, as did the lorries behind them.
The lack of illumination and route signs almost made him miss the turn off for Tooting, in fact he was at the junction before realisation hit him and he steered sharply left onto the curving ramp which swept back and over the A3, to Bushey Road.
Bushey Road was not judged to be an essential route and after a few metres the road surface of the turn off was hard packed snow overlying a thick sheet of ice. Due to the harsh steering the minister had used getting on to the turn off, the Daimler was not yet balanced, there was still weight bearing on the rear offside wheel as the car encountered the snow, and it was travelling far too fast for the existing road conditions.
The Daimler he was driving differed greatly from production models, it was armoured for the protection of the principles it carried, and being far heavier its handling qualities were very different indeed.
As the back end started to slew on the ice, the minister under steered, not taking into account the cars extra weight. When that failed to do the trick he felt a spike of panic, and over steered, which sent the car sliding sideways across the road and through the crash barrier. The fall of forty feet, onto the dual carriageway they had only moments before left, caused mortal injuries to the minister and the policeman, but it was the impact of the container lorry, its brakes locked up and its trailer jack-knifing, that killed them.
Russia: 1655hrs, same day.
The radio programmes in Russia churned out an almost constant stream of classical music, traditional folk songs (of the patriotic ilk, of course), with rather vague and repetitive news reports. The news reported heroic yet non-specific deeds, and great advances into Western Europe without actually mentioning place names. Svetlana, who loved music, was becoming desperate for some other audible stimuli, even the god-awful gangsta rap would have been a change at the very least. She was slouched sideways in an armchair, one leg hooked over an arm and the other outstretched as she starred broodily out of the window. The old man was chopping wood outside whilst he listened to a jazz CD on Svetlana�s Walkman, she was not able to make use of it whilst she listened to the couples old radio and he had been charmingly grateful of the loaner, bowing and kissing her hand.
Patricia was in the kitchen helping the old woman prepare a meal, and Caroline had found paper and a pencil from somewhere, with which she was sketching the living room where she and the Russian girl were. It was a talent Patricia was not aware her pilot possessed, but Caroline had modestly declined to let her see the results. The atmosphere in the house was hard to take, tedium and uncertainly, plus a tension in the air that Patricia could feel on her skin, almost. Essential maintenance had been carried out twice thus far on the Nighthawk; Patricia had escaped to the landing site every other day to do systems and maintenance checks, stopping overnight in the forest with the Green Berets tasked with guarding the site. The long journey there and back held little attraction, but it was more of a change of scenery than the Russian girl, confined for twelve hours a day in the room where the radio lived. Although was apparent to all that there was something important she was listening for, the Russian girl had offered no explanation of exactly what it was that commanded her presence by the ancient, yet trusty device.
Those breaks from the house had in some way had some effect, on her return the strain was not so palpable and Caroline, who seemed the worst effected of the two Americans, was a little more chilled out but that faded before the arrival of the evening.
Rather than accompany Patricia on the maintenance runs Caroline had remained to keep Svetlana company, and as the Playboy Pair, as Pat thought of them, had struck up a good friendship whilst back in Scotland, Pat left her to it.
At just after noon, Svetlana suddenly sat bolt upright before standing and grinning.
�Okay, one volunteer to accompany me on an excursion?�
The prospect of actually doing something had brought almost instantaneous reactions from the aircrew, but the bombardier/navigator was beaten by the pilot to the punch by a hair.
Svetlana grinned slyly at Caroline�s smug expression, and as she left to run a bath, added.
�You haven�t seen the uniform of the day yet� follow me!�
The bathroom fittings were rather elderly, dating back to the original construction. The wood fired boiler, which served the house, was undersize and the result was a less than piping hot, half-filled tub, once Caroline had done the honours. She was attempting to coax the bar of soap into producing some lather when there was a slight commotion outside the door.
The old man had brought up towels to leave outside the door; he was straightening up, still puffing away on his pipe when Svetlana left her room, bound for the bathroom.
He was supposed to be exhaling a lung full of smoke at that exact instant, but involuntarily inhaled midway through the process. In all his married life he had never once seen his own wife naked, night clothes had always preserved her modesty, and now here in the latter years of his life a beautiful young woman had appeared, as naked as a jay bird striding unabashed towards him.
Svetlana helped him to his feet, thumping him on the back in order to aid the intake of oxygen once more, and then slipped into the bathroom still giving solicitous advice about not overdoing things and cutting down on his smoking.
Caroline did not consider herself prudish, individual shower stalls were not fitted as standard in USAF accommodation, yet when the naked Russian girl stuck a toe into the water she was occupying, clearly with the intention of joining her she felt somewhat uncomfortable. It was also the first time she had seen her naked, and it gave her an annoying feeling of inferiority even though she knew she had no reason to feel like that. Glancing down briefly at herself, she also felt rather overdressed compared to the Russian�s follicle free zone.
�Sorry Caroline, no time to heat more water, budge up� don�t worry, I promise not to pee!�
The American curled her legs up, relinquishing half the territory but Svetlana stepped in and merely rested on her knees at the free end.
�What was going on out there?� Caroline enquired, indicating the bathroom door with a nod of her head.
�Oh, the old ladies husband had a bit of a turn� can�t for the life of me think why!�
A guffaw burst from Caroline.
�Don�t you have any inhibitions?� It was meant as a joke but she was surprised at the answer, delivered in an offhand and rather matter-of-fact manner.
�Kind of hard to whore for your country and have guilt trips.�
She smiled at the pilot as she said it, but kept silent what was now in her mind. The fact that she was training for a year as a Sparrow before the possibility of escape had come about. A year where she quite literally saw everything did everything�  and got marked on it for technique and artistic interpretation. It hadn�t all been sex though; language coaches had taught her to speak unaccented English, retired ballerinas had tutored her in grace of movement along with former models, until she became poetry in motion whether on a dance floor or merely walking down the street. Psychologist�s specialising in manipulation taught the students, there was a class every single day. She learnt from experts how to strip, how to pole dance, to lap dance and how also to waltz and tango with elegance. Art appreciation, current affairs and music lessons were also on the syllabus, it was a cultural �dressing up to dress down� course, designed to produce someone who could adapt to any number of desired roles, from palace courtesan to street walker. These lessons were spaced between live demonstrations and porn movies, followed by homework with a talented and experienced partner but with tutors watching and making notes, ticking or crossing boxes.
The failure rate amongst the �students� had been however on the low side, which was surprising as virtually everyone there had been pressed into the service, and this was probably due to a pretty seventeen year old blond who had refused point blank to cooperate from day one. The girl had been denied food or sleep in order to persuade her otherwise, but after four days her will had been unbroken, so the chief instructor had called all the students outside into the rear courtyard before the start of the fifth days lessons. The chief instructor was already awaiting them there as they filed out, a shotgun resting across his forearm, broken so as to show its barrels were empty. About his shoulders he had worn an ammunition belt with a dozen cartridges sat in the loops, there shiny brass ends gleaming against the polish of the tooled leather. The blond had been called forward to stand a dozen feet to his side, ordered to strip and then face the remainder, and all the time the man had spoken in a clear but neutral tone about the unacceptability of anything but total obedience. Svetlana had thought it to be a scare tactic, even after he carefully slipped a cartridge into each breech and closed the weapon with a sudden flourish, and she could still remember the sound it had made, the solid clunk as the locking levers had engaged. At the end of his speech he had said firmly.
�You will obey!� and then turning, he�d raised the weapon and fired both barrels into the side of the blond girls head. He repeated the phrase as he ejected the spent cartridges and loaded fresh ones, aiming at the torso on the ground, and firing into it again and again, each time at a different part of the body until all the cartridges were gone. Several of the girls had thrown up during the display of calculated destruction, two had fainted and Svetlana, who had tried to turn away, had been grabbed by the hair by an instructor and forced to watch.
The ground rules had been firmly laid out that morning, but two other girls had fallen by the wayside that year, one had tried to run away and one suffered a breakdown. They had disappeared in the night and all signs of their existence had been gone before the coming of dawn. No one for one moment believed that either girl had been simply thrown out for failing. Other, more subtle methods, were also used to provide the proper motivation; such as on the wall of the gymnasium, where there was displayed a poster depicting an empty cartridge case, and beside it the words �Cellulite kills�.
From time to time she was taken into the city, as were all the students, accompanied of course by tutors, and given a key to an apartment or hotel room, after which she would have to pick up someone of the instructors choosing, usually in a nightclub or hotel bar and seduce them back to the room. From start to finish her efforts would be watched, and recorded on hidden monitors, and a debrief would take place the next day. These were the 'test nights� and in the beginning for Svetlana they were the worst. The targets were never terribly attractive physical specimens, giving them a hunk or a beauty to get into bed would have been too easy on the students. So various overweight, hairy, sweaty or downright ugly individuals got to find that the Christmas to end all Christmas�s, had for them come early. Svetlana had come so close to failing after one disastrous evening when she had fled from a hotel room, still only half undressed and unable to go through with the expected act. However, one of the demonstrators who lived and worked in the training facility had taken her to one side the next day and told her the secret. In order to survive, in order to reach old age without being disappeared or going insane, she had to be successful in the role chosen for her. In order to succeed in that then she had to be 100�% convincing, and the only way for that to happen was for her to enjoy what she was doing. Acting out the role, no matter how well, was not sufficient to reach the ultimate goal of dying of old age whilst still of sound mind. Svetlana had listened well to what the demonstrator had called a form self-hypnotism, but who admitted was really achieving a state of mind that could be put on at will, like a suit of clothes, and put away again afterwards.
The Sparrow School was not a totally unforgiving place; everyone was allowed one failure on the test nights, just one. A week after the disaster Svetlana had again been taken into Moscow, to a club popular with the capitols young and rich, and visiting western businessmen who came to ogle at young, scantily clad bodies on its dance floor. There was a book running amongst the staff of the school, and the odds lay against Svetlana�s �disappearing� after this night was high. The tutor with the task of selecting her partner for the night had a week�s wages bet on her failing, and she selected for Svetlana an overweight German businessman in his late thirties, with halitosis and impressive clusters of ginger hair sprouting from each nostril and from within each ear. If she had expected Svetlana to balk at the task then she was disappointed, for from the moment she left the tutors sides she was a different person. With steadily falling spirits the tutor had observed her charges manner on the dance floor as she�d gone about catching the targets attention, this was definitely not the pitifully pathetic teenager who had sobbed quietly on the journey back to the school a week before. Six hours later the unconsciously pronounced swing of Svetlana�s hips as she�d left the hotel room, and the twinkle in her eyes had confirmed what the tutor and her colleagues had witnessed on the hotel room monitors, a star had been born.
So here I am again, she thought as she stepped from the bath to wash her long hair in the basin. I have come full circle, and it is almost time to wear� no, to become that other person once more.
Patricia had found Caroline�s sketches and was looking through them when she heard the bathroom door open; she hurriedly tucked them away behind Caroline�s armchair and went upstairs. In the room the Russian girl used, tucked away on its own at the rear of the house, she found Svetlana sorting through the contents of a trunk brought from Moscow by their contact on the first night. She knew for a fact each item fit her; she just needed something for the American. She smiled widely at Patricia when she appeared, Svetlana�s characteristic exuberance had returned and she hissed triumphantly.
�Yessss!� when she found what she had been seeking. Dropping her towel she extracted a pair of suede leather thigh length boots, before pulling on a matching number that tied up down both flanks. Its designer had intended it to be a top, to go over a blouse, skirt or jeans, but the Russian girl wore it on its own as a mini dress and as anyone observing from the side could see, she wore nothing beneath it.
�Whoa there, honey!� a laughing Patricia exclaimed as the Russian bent over to adjust the fit of her boots, and reached into the trunk to extract a g string which she tossed to Svetlana.
�You are showing way too much territory, if you know what I mean� you�ll catch your death!� The tiny item was wiggled into before a very short skirt was passed over to Caroline.
�These are all mine, my� former tools of the trade. I left a lot of stuff in storage when I left, and as I�m still the same size, and you�re a ten as well, so we should make a convincingly hot pair.�
Caroline first held it at arm�s length, and then against her hips. The filmy silk skirt barely covered her buttocks and was also see-through.
�No way �lana!�
�It will be curfew by the time we get to where we are going, and that is to the dacha�s owned by very important people. The only people who go there at night are people on urgent official business� and very expensive hookers. Although most of the owners are conspicuously absent, the area is patrolled by the militia and we could be stopped at a mobile checkpoint.�
Both Americans had been supplied with Swiss passports and visas in Scotland, which described them rather vaguely as being in the entertainment business, and both spoke some German from their frequent postings to that country.
�If we are stopped, leaving the talking to me, don�t say anything, don�t even acknowledge their existence� in fact your whole attitude should be arrogant and one of you can�t afford me, ok?�
Caroline felt butterflies start playing bumper cars with her stomach lining.
�Er, I�m not a spy, I fly advanced aircraft to far flung exotic climes, often populated by strange, yet interesting peoples, and I bomb the shit out of them with pinpoint accuracy� but Lara Croft I ain�t!�
�I need you because the old lady�s bum would look big in that skirt I just gave you� Caroline, your job will be to stay with the car and watch the clock, if I�m not back within ninety minutes you drive back here, collect Patricia, get to the Nighthawk, and get the hell back to the West.�
�Do you know who it is you are going to meet?�
Svetlana levelled with her, telling as much as would be safe for the American to know.
�I know who the meeting is for the benefit of, but there is a chance that they cannot be there and a proxy will be waiting instead. The proxy will be someone in a position to know the information we need, and in a position to deal.�
Patricia picked up on that last word.
�Deal?� Her own profession dealt with more black and white issues, cloak and dagger wasn�t the norm for aircrew. �So this isn�t one of our guys working undercover, or a CIA mole then?�
�No, this is someone who has always worked for the state, and has now reached lofty heights� � Pat�s mouth opened to protest, but Svetlana continued.
�You won�t know this, but there is currently a high turnover of people filling the top slots of the new Soviet Union, and they have to be feeling pretty damned worried that they don�t screw up. Giving one of them the option to cut and run could seem extremely attractive about now.�
Patricia mulled it over in her head for a moment.
�You know these guys personally, like on friendly terms?�
�Yes, I know the one the contact was made with; I doubt we could exactly be termed as friends though.�
Caroline was as much unhappy with the situation as Patricia, and she shook her head.
�So if there is bad history there, then why you� I mean why not send Constantine, or even one of our spooks?�
Svetlana couldn�t tell her it was because they wanted something from her personally; she certainly couldn�t state that an element of revenge was possibly a motive, so she told a half-truth. �They know me from before, and I made the initial contact� so when I�m talking immunity and several million in cash, to see out their days in comfort, it will come across better than from a totally unknown face.�
�Are they trustworthy though?� Caroline�s butterflies were not getting any better with what Svetlana had told her up to now.
The Russian almost pulled a face. Trustworthy? It wasn�t the first word that jumped to mind. Ruthless, controlling, perverse and morally corrupt were certainly the lasting impression she had, but before, once quid pro quo had taken place to the satisfaction of all parties, they�d kept their word.
�Providing they get what they want� yeah, they�ll do their part.�
But despite the emphatic nod she gave as she spoke, Svetlana felt a knot of fear squeeze her insides.
She allowed Caroline to sort through the trunk and grinned at Patricia.
�Your turn next time, if there is one.� But the bombardier looked merely uncomfortable, worrying about their safety. The pilot turned and went downstairs, absenting herself from the giggling pair, electing to take a walk in the woods instead.
An hour later, Svetlana had made up her own face and then Caroline�s, and the pilot had to admit that she looked chic, elegant and in fact pretty damn sensational, in revealing clothing bearing designer labels. However, had her Mother been present she would have a stroke to she could see her daughter attired as if expecting to collect an award at a porn industry ceremony.
The last item Svetlana put on was a thin gold belt, and after checking the batteries of the Walkman given her by Scott, she clipped it to the belt.
Pat didn�t know how he was summoned, but their CIA contact arrived outside in his old but reliable van, keeping the engine running whilst the heater attempted to produce something resembling warmth.
Genuine sable coats and hats, the badges of office of the high class Muscovite call girl, kept out the cold on the journey to the northern outskirts of the city. They travelled by the back roads into the suburbs where their contact dropped them outside a warehouse used for vehicle storage. Caroline listened to Svetlana sweet talk the night watchman, without understanding a word, into opening up for them, adding a ten dollar US bill for his trouble, along with some papers. Despite the war the dollar still held more clout in Russia than the rouble; it disappeared into the man�s pocket as he led them into the depths of the building. Eventually they came to the long-term storage area and the watchman checked the bay number on the paperwork handed over by the Russian against those painted on the walls behind the bays. On reaching the correct space, the watchman pulled off a dustcover from a Mercedes sports car, and checked the registration plates tallied with those on the forms.
�It has been maintained as agreed Miss, the oil changed once a year, the engine run every week� every week for six years Miss, have you been away?�
�Yes, in St Petersburg.� She delved in a pocket of the expensive fur and extracted her set of keys as she walked around the car, running a hand over the red paintwork in a caress before coming around to the driver�s side.
The night watchman stepped forward quickly to open the door for her, and Pat watched the Russian girl give him a beatific smile, slide elegantly behind the wheel, whilst adding a wink as she allowed the coat to fall open briefly, permitting a view of white lace gusset framed by silky thighs.
Christ on crutches, thought the American, she is terminally incorrigible!
As her own door was held open for her, she kept the coat close about her legs.
�Lana, was it really necessary to give the guy a hard-on?�
Svetlana grinned back.
�Well what can I say, the gal�s a slut, and besides, I�m getting into character.� She turned her attention back to the car, inhaled the scent of leather upholstery, and turned the ignition key.
The engine fired first time and she goosed the accelerator, allowing the car to roar. Svetlana ran her fingers over the wheel and patted the top of the dash, purring aloud to herself like a contented cat.
�Hi baby, mommy�s home!�
In the annex to Derjinsky Square the time was just before 9 pm as a pop-up appeared on the screen before Timoskova, alerting him to the fact that someone was home at a target address. The sound activated microphones came to life, and the cameras that had been in hibernation, the battery saving mode, took in the scene in each room.
Although it was virtually impossible for him, or anyone else, to erase the information beyond a point where an audit could not ferret it out, he took up a pen and recorded the event in a log.
Despite over fifty premises being under electronic surveillance, and only himself pulling the night shift, he did not expect to be overwhelmed with work. Most of the occupants had left the city, leaving only maids to tend to the houses. The apartments held a greater number of their principle inhabitants, whereas the dachas were virtually empty. It was the same old way of things, houses for wife and family, city apartments for mistresses and dacha�s for clandestine plotting, plus entertainment by whores, of course.
Anyone who could have got away from the city, but a few of the mistress�s remained, as had a small proportion of the high-class call girls.
Although Timoskova would have been annoyed had he been accused of voyeurism, it was that very vice that night duty on the special surveillance detail bearable.
Up until now the evening and been pretty humdrum, tiny peccadilloes of the serving classes and a mistress engaging in phone sex with a man other than the one who paid the bills.
He checked the address of the new location, it was another dacha, and that made two that were being occupied after long absences. The general of air defence forces for the capital and its surrounds owned this latest one, and the state security man felt a sense of anticipation, the general was a randy old goat with a taste for expensive ladies. He doubted a peep show would occur at the first dacha, the only passion ever expended there was in the owners� enjoyment of traditional Ukrainian folk music.
Double clicking on the pop-up, a window appeared on screen, giving him access to the cameras in every room of the general�s country retreat. He allowed the live feed from the living room and bedroom to occupy a window apiece, because the general was hurrying back and forth between both, lighting the log fires in each, and laying out supplies. Champagne, vodka, caviar, and some dildos that would have been impressive on a small horse, had they been the real thing. Company in the form of the oldest profession was obviously expected, so the evening would not be one of utter boredom in the annex.
Drunkenness on duty was a breach of discipline that would be punished by a bullet, but a single beer to while away the night, well that was a different kettle of fish, and one that a blind eye would be turned to, if discovered. Timoskova had a bottle secreted away, and he checked that the general�s companion had not yet arrived, before he left his post to retrieve it, he�d have himself a cold one whilst enjoying the upcoming display of carnal talents.
Opening the bottle he took a sip as he returned to his workstation, where he saw a further pop-up was flashing a warning, and he cursed aloud because the general had finished his preparations and was looking expectant. Placing the beer atop the monitor he got busy with his mouse, grunting to himself when he identified the source as being another dacha. The fresh location was a place rarely visited, and then he whistled when he identified the owner, about as high as you could go in the service of the state.
Opening windows to the visual feeds he saw not just the owner, but three others there too, all four were in uniform, the shoulder boards and insignia of the KGB, Navy, Air force and Army were present.
What the hell was going on? By all rights the person wearing that KGB uniform should be at the Premiers side, not out in the woods with officers from the fighting services.
He double-checked that the hard drive was collecting the data, and created a separate file for this last address, before inserting a blank CD into the writer, he would err on the side of safety and �burn� a back-up copy.
Whilst all this was going on, loud music was turned on at the KGB officer�s dacha, and the officer had a hand held scanner in play, sweeping for hidden recording devices. Timoskova smiled when he saw, and heard, the lengths being gone to in order to provide secrecy. In this day and age it took more than retiring to the bathroom and turning on the taps to prevent every word being listened to, eventually anyway. He didn�t worry about the scanner performing as advertised either, because he had personally installed the tiny cameras and microphones in that building just a few days before.
Once satisfied the CD was also gathering the information he took the time to observe. The group were obviously satisfied because they had gone upstairs to the room at the top of the stairs, where they sat on hard back chairs against the walls. It appeared as if they were waiting for someone else to arrive, but there was not chitchat, and no banter-taking place. The first thing that struck him was the ranks of the fighting men, a captain and two light colonels, not even Staff rank! The war was obviously improving prospects for promotion, because they seemed a little on the young side to be of those ranks. But then again, he thought, talented young officers often hold more advanced rank, if serving with elite units.
Things were looking decidedly sinister, he finally decided with a sigh.
They hadn�t driven far from the storage site when Svetlana had stopped and changed the cars registration plates with another set from the trunk, before moving off again.
The curfew came into force at 9pm, and there were many people still rushing home after that time had passed. Whilst there were other people out and about they were relatively safe, but the roads were virtually clear apart from themselves by the time the suburbs of Pushkino had fallen behind.
If the Russian girl was concerned about her ability to talk her way past any police or militia attentions they might receive, she did not show it. Caroline on the other hand was trying to keep her anxiety under control, not wanting to let the side down. She had already made the mistake of asking about weapons, but Svetlana had shaken her head.
�If we get into something where we need a gun, a pistol, or even two won�t be enough to help us..� .if we are searched and they find a gun, then its game over Caroline.�
The American felt the outline of the pistol in the coat pocket, given her by Constantine before leaving Scotland after he had made her promise to look out for Svetlana, without the other girl�s knowledge. She now wondered if she would have time to open the window and throw it out, if they saw a checkpoint ahead. However she said nothing about the pistol to the Russian, and just hoped that the journey remained uneventful.
They reached the pine forests within which the rich and powerful had their retreats, the Russian girl turned off the M8, the main route onto a utility road, which she followed for several minutes before leaving the surfaced road. Caroline wasn�t sure what was going on when the car stopped, and then reversed, leaving the road at an angle before disappearing beneath the trees, the frozen ground below the inch or so covering of snow, crackled and snapped under the cars weight.
�Any car travelling the same way we did along the road would see straight away that a someone had left the road back there if I had simply pulled off under here.� The pilot wasn�t a woodsman, and she had to admit to herself that she wouldn�t have thought of that.
�Okay, we are out of site here, and I want you to stay in the car while I�m gone. Just watch the time, and if I am not back before ten forty-five, just leave. Don�t go giving me an extra few minutes, just drive.� She reached up to the visor, and took down a road map, showing the American where they were and where �home� was. She checked her watch and then opened the door. �I�ve got to hustle now� don�t worry, it�ll be fine.� Giving a brief smile she climbed out, closing the door behind her and vanished into the forest darkness.
Moving with confidence the Russian reached the clearing after a few minutes� walk, little had changed in that aspect since she had last made the same journey years before, perhaps the meeting itself would be though.
Rather than walk right in to a possible ambush she took a few basic precautions, because both she and Constantine had to have accumulated quite a bounty on their scalps.
The woods about the clearing were empty of anyone lying in wait, although a car sat close to the dacha�s covered porch, unoccupied but the engine was still warm. She checked that a power light was showing on her Walkman but left the earpiece draped over her shoulders, and then studied the ground around the car. Not one, but four sets of footprints led out across the snow from the car to the buildings door, and Svetlana felt a thrill run through her as she too headed for the dacha.
Timoskova�s patience was rewarded when the general answered his door, smiling in greeting to the young lady who stepped across the freshold, kissing her hand and offering something to take away the chill of the night. As he brought her over to the fireplace she removed her fur hat, and a glorious mass of hair tumbled free. She exchanged the headwear for a shot glass proffered by her host, which she knocked back in one go before returning it, and then removed the sable coat she wore, and Timoskova let out an appreciative whistle. She was without doubt a rare beauty, and what she wore beneath the fur left little to the imagination.
She knelt before the burning logs, holding out her hands to soak in the warmth whilst the general put on some music to set the mood, and ruining the audio reception arriving at the annex in central Moscow.
Timoskova was not greatly concerned; he had programs that could identify and isolate any frequency, allowing conversations to be listened to with clarity, but something odd was happening at the other dacha.
The previously clear images in the open windows upon his screen were being affected by some kind of interference. It started on the hallway monitor and then seemed to spread outwards from there, the audio reception was being glitched too. Timoskova ran a fault finding program for his own system, not expecting to find anything though because the general�s windows still held clear images. That would leave the cause as being either pretty sophisticated jamming, or a line fault somewhere between his console and the receiver, which picked up the short-range transmissions from the dacha and sent them down the landline.
As expected, his computer was running perfectly, so dialling the telephone exchange he ordered them to test the line. He would have to check that the lines in his own building were operating correctly, so after taking a look at events in the general�s home he elected not to walk around the console to check the sockets where the feeds were arriving, the soldier and the beautiful whore were still discussing money but the action could begin at any moment. Of greater importance was the problem of finding what was screwing up his reception, if it wasn�t a fault on the line then he would eventually be able to cleanse the downloads of any jamming interference.
Leaning full length across the work surface he reached down, using his fingertips to probe for the cables and trace them to the sockets he could just about reach, but couldn�t see, intending to check that none had come loose.
He heard the bottle of illegal beverage fall on its side when he inadvertently knocked against the monitor, its contents gushed out, finding the vents that allowed heat to dissipate from the unit, and the electrical circuitry within. There was a loud bang and the monitors screen went dark.
Timoskova scrambled upright, grabbing at the bottle but the damage had been done. With an oath he banged the side of the dead device, realising he was going to be in deep shit if he wasn�t careful. Swapping the piece of drowned equipment wasn�t a problem; there were several unlocked and unattended offices on this floor with identical monitors at workstations there. The system was still downloading the feeds, unaffected by the mishap that had befallen one of its peripheral devices, but simply plugging it into his terminal wouldn�t make it work, the computer would need to be restarted first for that to happen. He would have no option but to report the strange gathering, and if the data had a big chunk missing, caused by a restart then drinking on duty would be the least of his worries, they might suspect him of collusion. His best hope was for the line to be faulty, but then the telephone rang and the exchange supervisor dashed that same hope on the rocks.
He looked at the wall clock and came to a decision, the individuals at the dacha were not likely to be staying there indefinitely, and they had to get back to their posts before too long, so he would give it until 4am and then attach another monitor, restart the system and get cracking on filtering out the jamming. His boss would want to know what the hell he had been doing with his time if he had a report of suspicious activity, and nothing usable to give to his boss!
Caroline watched the Russian girl disappear and checked her watch, allowing fifteen minutes to elapse before leaving the car also, she noted that she could see well enough to follow Svetlana�s tracks in the snow, which aside from small animal tracks was almost pristine; apparently no one was going for strolls in the woods these days.
It took ten minutes for her to reach a spot where the Russian girl had obviously paused for a few minutes to listen, before moving off again at a tangent. This new course went around almost in a complete circle, and it wasn�t until she saw a tiny speck of light that Caroline noticed the dark outline of a two-storey building. Svetlana had circled the building as a precaution should a trap be awaiting her instead the promised meeting.
The American pilot had gotten as far as the far side of the house when she froze in her tracks. A door had opened and then shut, briefly illuminating the snow, but with the outline of a man silhouetted within it. She hears footfalls on the steps and the crunch of snow underfoot but they did not come toward her, a car door opened and closed, followed after a few minutes by the engine starting, no doubt to keep the occupant warm.
Whoever was in the vehicle left the headlights off and after waiting for two minutes, Caroline backed away until the building was between herself and the vehicle, before screwing up her courage and leaving the trees, to cross the open ground to the dacha�s rear wall.
Working her way around, keeping close to the wall she looked for some means of seeing or hearing what was going on inside the building. Heavy drapes were at all the windows and music was being played which drowned out all other sounds from within, but at one the curtains had not been closed with the same care as the others, the chink of light that Caroline had seen from the trees allowed her a very limited view inside.
There was no one in sight, but a mirror on an internal wall across from her allowed her to see that an open staircase ran above the window she was using, it was hardly a prime surveillance post that she had found for herself and she was about to move on when a movement in the mirror caught her eye. It was so quick that she had to think hard on what she had seen, it was a man in an unbuttoned uniform jacket she decided, coming down the stairs and then the door opened and she heard him go to the car and join the other man inside it.
Short of climbing up to an upper window, which would be noisy, or trying the front of the house, where she would be seen by the car�s occupants, this was her only option, so she stayed where she was.
The cold was making inroads into her feet through the soles of her borrowed boots before something again happened indoors; another man in uniform descended the stairs and went to the car.
Whatever was going on, she had seen no guns or attack dogs, no torture chamber or heard any screams from within, but she kept her promise to Constantine and stayed beside the window, her hand in the coat pocket fingering the pistol.
It was a full twenty minutes later before a, by now thoroughly chilled, Caroline saw anything else, but it made her start; she saw the thigh length boots and her long tanned legs. No one followed behind with cattle prod or firearm so Caroline backed off before Svetlana descended the stairs, withdrawing to where she could just see through the trees, and waited. After a few minutes the door open and Svetlana emerged, wrapped in the fur coat and with hat firmly in place. Caroline saw her wave girlishly toward the car and then hurry off the porch toward the trees, so she too made rapid tracks back to the car herself, arriving five minutes before the Russian, and about thirty seconds before the deadline set by the Russian girl expired.
Svetlana walked slowly up to the car when she did appear, and stood for a moment looking at Caroline through the windscreen; the Americans footprints had been very evident, following the Russians as they had. When she open the door and slid inside she continued to look levelly at the pilot before speaking, and there was tenseness, an air of apprehension about her when she did. �You followed me� why?�
Caroline shrugged.
�Con asked me to keep an eye on you, he thought that there was something you weren�t telling him.�
�And?�
�He said that you seemed to think you were the bionic woman, and he thought that this meeting was more dangerous than you let on.�
�So how did it look to you?�
�I�m not expert at clandestine plotting, from what I could see it was you and a bunch of military types. No one was waving heated irons and wearing hoods, so I guess you read it right� � � .how did it go anyway?�
Svetlana relaxed visibly, almost letting out a gasp of relief but caught herself in time.
�Well, they wanted more than Scott thought they would, but I knew better so I was ready for it. I�ve got the location of the premier�s present location, and the next one he will be moving to, if he hasn�t already. All we need now is for the contact to let us know he is there� ok?� Svetlana paused before continuing. �So what else did my knight in shining armour tell you about me?�
Caroline laughed.
�Nothing, he was just worried that you would get in over your head, and that he wouldn�t be there to ride shotgun.�
Constantine knew, or rather feared a lot more than that about the people she was dealing with. So Svetlana held out her hand, palm upwards.
�Hand it over!�
After a moment�s hesitation Caroline brought out the small handgun, extracted the magazine and worked the slide. An exasperated Svetlana took the items and then checked the chamber was clear.
�Jesus Caroline, it�s bad enough that we�d have been shot out of hand had we run into a road block, and they�d found this� but it wasn�t even cocked?�
�Sorry, but I�m a flier not a spook.�
Svetlana opened the car window and tossed the pistol and magazine out into the night.
�Caroline, and I am speaking from some experience here, a good looking female body and a pretty face will get you out of most situations that a gun never could, because once a guy has a stiffy, then things get blurry in his head. What he sees will bypass his frontal lobe and logic centres, before taking a radical turn and heading straight south.�
Caroline laughed aloud.
�Well let�s hope whoever stops us isn�t gay.�
The Russian girl reached into a pocket and withdrew some US dollar bills, handing across $500 to Caroline who raised a questioning eyebrow, so she explained.
�It�s camouflage, you have just ridden a balding general to heaven and back� and I was pretty damn nasty between the sheets too,� she added with a wink. �It would look a bit odd if we came away empty handed, don�t you think?� before starting up the car and getting them on the service road again towards the city. �Open your coat and show those great legs of yours, just in case we are less lucky getting home than we were coming here.�
The cash was her own but the curfew pass had been handed over in the dacha. The general in question was still otherwise engaged several miles from the other dacha, and would never know his name had been taken in vain.
Five miles down the road a pair of elderly yet functional BTR fighting vehicles of the militia were sat blocking the road in such a manner as to force vehicles to slow to a crawl in order to negotiate the chicane they had formed. Tonight however, all vehicles would be stopped and searched for draft dodgers and curfew breakers before they could proceed.
The young militiaman stood out front with the task of flagging the cars down, saw the light from the cars main beams before he heard its engine. His colleagues further ahead even than he was, faded into the trees, ready to provide cover as he turned on the red lamp he carried and began to swing it side to side in a clear signal for the driver of the oncoming vehicle to stop.
He did not like being so exposed, stood out in the centre of the road and so far from the protection afforded by the BTRs armoured sides, but the cars headlights dipped and the engines tone altered as its driver slowed and eventually brought it to a halt before him.
The driver reached up to switch on the internal light allowing him to relax when he saw the occupants of the two-seater were not only female, but what females!
The passenger had deep blue eyes framed by eyelashes that matched the colour of her blonde hair; she was beautiful but rather haughty, not deigning to look his way at that time. The driver on the other hand was just as gorgeous but she was looking directly at him in a very bold fashion, a smile playing on her lips. The side window had been wound down but he was just staring instead of getting on with the business of the night, and the auburn haired driver leant out the window and smiled widely.
�Hello soldier, see anything you like?�
With something of a start he realised he was still stood by the front of the car and stepped quickly forward, bending at the waist to look in. The driver and passenger both wore expensive Sable, and the militiaman took a long look at what he believed must be the most expensive hookers he had ever seen, looking chic and elegant in their expensive, yet revealing outfits.
�Ladies� good evening, I must ask you for your papers please.�
When they were passed across he tried to scrutinise the documents and still ogle the long legs of both driver and passenger, but from behind him he could hear someone pacing about impatiently, and knew his officer was in an irritable mood so he concentrated on the curfew pass.
�And how is the good General tonight Madame?�
�Snoring away softly with a smile on his face, when I last looked.�
�The, er, General is not a young man� � � yet he managed you both?�
The driver wet her lips.
�The General likes to watch� if you know how I mean soldier?� She reached across to the passenger side as she spoke, one hand stroked her friends� knee, and the legs parted a few inches, allowing the hand to caress along the blondes thigh and disappear from view beneath the hem of her filmy, silk mini skirt. The blonde turned to look him directly in the eyes, her expression still one of quiet arrogance, but she deliberately allowed him to see her part her thighs wider still.
He gulped, and a collage of erotic images filled the young man�s head, but then the moment was spoilt by an angry voice from behind him.
�Stop gawping at what you can�t afford, get them out of the car and searched� I�m freezing my balls off here!�
Word that there were two attractive females in the car had spread to all in the patrol, and driver�s hatches popped open to allow a better view. The blonde had exited the car into the chill night, but the long fur coat remained open as she lounged against the side of the red sports car with her hands in the pockets, whilst the militiaman searched inside. Her companion who was leant with her elbows on the car roof, smiled and waved to their audience.
On the other side of the roadblock, another car that had been stopped was cleared on through, and it wound itself between the APCs before accelerating past the Mercedes. Svetlana bit back a giggle as the breezed caused by its passage lifted the other young woman�s skirt, but rather than prudishly try to slap the wispy material down, the American allowed the militiamen to cop an eyeful of flat belly and minute black G-string, whilst still appearing aloof. An appreciative cheer sounded from somewhere in the darkness, much to the annoyance of the officer who plainly thought that hidden sentries should be both silent as well as invisible.
As it was patently obvious that neither woman was hiding a weapon under their inner clothing, only the coat pockets received the young man�s attentions once he had finished searching the car.
At last the papers were returned and the red Mercedes negotiated the chicane with the auburn haired driver waving to the grinning men, before she gunned the engine and left them with just a pleasant memory and a story to be told back in barracks.
Svetlana was as effervescent as ever drove on towards Moscow, talking animatedly without realising the American was withdrawn. The incident at the roadblock and the simulated groping by the Russian girl had suddenly brought back to her mind something that had happened before they had come to Russia. She found herself staring at Svetlana�s legs and the generous expanse of exposed thigh, and blushed deeply before looking out of the side window, and she stayed like that for most of the return journey.
It was almost 2am by the time they arrived back at the farmhouse in the old van, having returned the sports car to its bay in the storage site. They said farewell to their contact and he drove away, leaving them to head toward the building where a single light still burned.
Patricia had been dozing in a chair until the sound of the vans engine awoke her, and she was pouring vodka into three glasses when they came in. Hugs were exchanged and then Patricia was filled in on the night�s events. It was seven hours before the next satellite pass so it was time to get some sleep, and Patricia had to leave for another maintenance run on the Nighthawk.
Svetlana yawned and stood, removing the long sable and heading for the stairs but an oath from Caroline stopped her in mid stride.
�Shit� I don�t believe you could have done that �lana!�
Patricia was as taken aback as the Russian girl, but Caroline pointed at the flesh revealing sides of Svetlana�s outfit. �You fucked him didn�t you?�
Caroline marched past Svetlana, her frame rigid with anger.
Pat realised that the Russian was no longer wearing the G-string and raised an eyebrow questioningly, not just because the girl was pantiless, but at her colleagues reaction, however Svetlana just shrugged and added an �Ooop�s.� before heading off to her own room. She owed no explanation to either American as to what had become of the item and was too tired now to care anyway.
The moon was sending its silver light to illuminate the countryside, and Svetlana kept the light off on reaching her room, allowing the moonbeams to show her the way to the bed, where she stripped off quickly and was asleep soon after climbing between the sheets.
The creak of a hinge awoke Svetlana two hours later, and she opened her eyes to see the American pilot stood in the doorway, looking somehow fragile in a wool shirt a couple of sizes too large for her. Moonlight still shone through the open curtains and long shadows fled away from the furniture�s dark sides towards the door.
She propped herself up on an elbow before asking what was wrong.
There was a tinge of the indignant in Carolinas answer.
�I wanted to say sorry for snapping� but I do think Con deserves a little more loyalty from you.�
Svetlana was quiet for a moment before speaking.
�So you don�t think that my going in wearing panties and coming out without them, could have been due to a combination of forgetfulness� and having had to strip, in order to prove I wasn�t wired for sound then?�
That the American hadn�t considered that possibility was written on her face once Svetlana finished.
�Look, I�m sorry� I just assumed� � � � But Svetlana cut her off before she finished her sentence.
�Yes you did, didn�t you?�
Caroline half turned to leave and then stopped.
�It was you, wasn�t it� that night at the dinner party up at the house?�
�I�m sorry, but now what am I supposed to have done?�
�At the dinner table someone touched my leg; I thought either Scott or Max had allowed the wine to override their inhibitions. But when you put your hand on my leg at the roadblock� I suddenly realised that it wasn�t a hand I�d felt that night but a foot, and you were sat directly opposite me.�
The Russian seemingly ignored the statement, but continued looking levelly at the pilot before speaking.
�You don�t know Con well enough to get all defensive on his behalf, so why did you get angry tonight?�
�I just told you, I was mistaken.�
The sheets dropped down to the Russian girl�s waist as she sat upright in the bed, and although Caroline should have expected the other girl to prefer sleeping naked, she blushed anyway.
�I�ll tell you why you came here tonight Caroline, and why you got mad at me, shall I?�
Caroline looked uncomfortable but did not reply.
�You thought that someone had fucked me tonight, and because that someone wasn�t you, you got jealous.�
�Don�t be ridiculous, I�m not a� lesbian!� The rest of the house was sleeping, so the last word came out as a hiss.
Swinging her feet to the floor Svetlana walked naked to the door, drawing the American inside and closing it. Caroline had been entranced by the almost feline grace with which the Russian girl had crossed the room, so much so that she was taken by surprise, but now stepped back against the wall defensively.
�It has to be difficult for you; trying to do a job you love in what must be a very homophobic organisation?�
Caroline reached for the door but the nude Russian stepped in front of her.
�I saw it in your eyes the very first time we met.�
Caroline�s heart was beating fast but she couldn�t speak, she wanted to be gone from here before someone, someone like Patricia walked in and undid her career in the armed forces of the United States. But no one walked in and the house slept soundly on.
Svetlana stepped up until they were almost touching, and reaching up she began to unbutton the shirt.
�You mentally undressed me Caroline� and all I did at the table was to let you know that I was interested too.�
�Please don�t �lana.� Caroline pleaded with Svetlana but made no attempt to stop her, allowing the shirt to be slipped off her shoulders and fall to the floor. Moonbeams caressed both naked young women, the auburn haired Russian agent and the blonde USAF pilot. The former traced fingertips along the latter�s flanks before bending to take an erect pink nipple into her mouth to savour the salt taste of the other girl. Caroline trembled and gasped aloud until the Russian girl covered her mouth with her own, stifling it with a kiss filled with passion and lust. Her hands guided one of the Americans up until it cupped a breast, and Caroline moaned softly as she felt the Russian girl�s nipple harden at the touch. Svetlana raised a foot elegantly to rest, leg bent like a ballerina, against the inside of the opposite knee, and thus perfectly balanced on one foot she guided Caroline�s free hand down her flat belly, and beyond..
When the need for oxygen ended the clinch Svetlana led her by the hand to the bed.
�But what about Con?�
�Con was my Control in London, he knows about every man and every girl I ever slept with. He knows that I�m attracted to you, and knowing me as he does, that you�d probably end up in my bed sooner rather than later.�
On reaching the bed Svetlana seated her on its edge before kneeling before her.
�And this is what I was thinking about doing to you, that night at the table.� Caroline allowed her thighs to be parted before her back arched involuntarily, tossing golden locks about wildly whilst whimpering with pleasure.
The day shift found Timoskova still hard at work trying to clear the interference from the download, four hours after switching monitors and rebooting his system. He was not in the best of moods as despite his earlier optimism he was having little joy with the task. Never before had he encountered such sophisticated electronic counter surveillance, but he wasn�t beaten yet, his own apartment held superior equipment and software to that which he was currently using, and the CD was in his jacket pocket.
After noting an equipment failure in the log, giving the address of the dacha, he went home, setting his alarm clock to wake him in six hours, before going to sleep himself. He would rise early and get to work on the CD before performing the nightshift again.
Indian Ocean: 0009hrs, 15th April.
The imminent arrival of Typhoon Lucinda to this area of the ocean was rather obvious on the surface, with deepening swells, rainsqualls and winds building in strength.
Below the surface it was less obvious, unless of course you worked in the sonar department and if that was the case then you had your work cut out for you.
HMAS Hooper�s Sonar Officer had undergone an exchange tour with the USN the previous year, spending six months aboard USS Seawolf on one of her cruises. Right now he was thinking wistfully of the state of the art sonar systems aboard the American vessel, as he struggled with the system aboard this vessel. They were cruising at 3 knots below the layer, whilst their tail was trailing above it as it listened for surface and sub-surface traffic; this meant that Mother Nature in a bad mood was degrading the reception.
Since reaching their patrol area they had seen not a single vessel, no smoke on the horizon, or sails either. They had seen contrails on the last ESM and visual sweep prior to transmitting a status report, which meant that the global wide cloud covering that resulted from the use of nuclear weapons in the Atlantic Ocean, was breaking up. He had felt a sense of relief as the periscope slid back down into its well, so maybe they would be spared a nuclear winter.
Twelve hours later they had been on the receiving end of communications, and their floating antennae received the daily intelligence and operational updates, along with a weather map. The weather map had told them what they would have deduced for themselves had they been a surface vessel, the glass was dropping fast.
Apart from the defective snorkel seal his boat was holding together, without anything else getting broken or bent, up to this point. It was a state of affairs that gave him peace of mind and allowed him to focus on the business at hand, but that changed a little before midnight when he was awoken by a summons to the control room.
His sonar officer was stood with the officer of the watch when he arrived, the look on the sonar officers face was one of frustration tinged with concern.
�Captain sir, sorry to disturb your rest.�
The captain could see he was holding a circuit board in his hands, an identical one lay on the chart table beside where the two officers waited.
�What�s the problem�  and in lay terms, if you please?� he said indicating the electronic components.
�Captain, the central processor for the sonar systems went down, and when I replaced it with the spare I found that was crook too.�
If they couldn�t hear what was going on then there was no point them being there below the surface, they may as well be a surface vessel and go up top.
The captain could feel his temper heading toward a spike, but this was not the place to do it, not on a war patrol, so he led the officer back behind closed doors, to his cabin.
�We have to have more than one spare Harry, so what�s the story?� The officer before him was a good man, conscientious and not likely to have forgotten to stock up on departments essential stores before a war patrol.
�The SOPs state four sir, but we haven�t ever had that many aboard. When this thing, the war kicked off, I personally went to the stores but they had none in stock. The system has been one of a one for one exchange, you take the defective one in and they indent for a replacement which arrives before you are next due out.�
The captain finished the sentence for him.
�Or the cruise is delayed until it does arrive.� The captain was acquainted with national defence run by bean counters, and he now felt the urge to shout at someone except the persons who deserved to be on the receiving end were not on the firing line, they were sleeping safely at home. So instead of giving voice to his anger he took a deep breath instead, because a solution may lie elsewhere.
�Is there anything else aboard that we could use, spare processors for other ships systems?�
The sonar officer has already thought of that and had his PO working on it.
�Yes captain, but there won�t be anything as fast as this.� He held up the defective part for emphasis. �No promises as to how well it will work, except to predict a somewhat reduced service, sir.�
A signaller encoded a situation report ready for a burst transmission to the closest satellite, and the vessel came up toward the stormy surface in readiness for its passive sweeps prior to sending.
Helmstedt, Germany: 1100hrs, same day.
For the third time that hour, mortar rounds landed nearby to a Royal Artillery Subaltern and the small party from his own unit and the Light Infantry. Debris rained down upon them as they huddled inside a warehouse loft near the marshalling yards, as the mortars once again targeted locations that could harbour artillery-spotting teams.
As the last fragment of concrete fell the young officer raised his head cautiously, and then nudged an even younger man to his left.
�I told you I was right Lance Bombardier, there was only four rounds that time� they are rationing their ammunition!�
The NCO was not as enthusiastic about the revelation, spitting dust from his mouth and grumbling.
�Well I am chuffed-to-friggin�- NAAFI-breaks for yer boss� but how do you know they didn�t just work out that they can as easily make me shit meself with four rounds, as they can with ten.�
The officer smiled good-naturedly.
�Do the batteries have enough power to send that, or should we save it for later, when someone fetches new ones?�
�I think sir, that calling in targets takes priority� I�m sure someone within earshot can count back there.�
They were on their last battery, and for the past three hours had left the radio off until they had something to call in. One of the Light Infantrymen had gone back for fresh ones two hours before, but he had not returned, somewhere along the way a sniper had probably taken him out.
A large section of the roof was now sagging inward, providing illumination that had not existed when they first moved in. It allowed the young NCO to see the edge of a painting where its dust cover had slipped. Apparently this loft was some storage area for a nearby college, and former students work was cached here. He pulled away the dust cover in order to view the artwork, liking the rich colours but knowing little about the finer points, the council housing estate he was brought up on didn�t go in much for the arts.
�Like it?� He looked over his shoulder at his boss, who�d noticed his interest.
�It would add colour to the wall of my married pad, sir.�
The officer canted his head to see it the better and wrinkled his nose critically.
�If you want colour then buy floral wallpaper, if you want art then don�t buy any of his� or her, work.�
The junior NCO looked back at it, wondering what his boss could see that he couldn�t.
�Oh I don�t know, it looks alright?�
�Look at the chimney stack at top left, and the trees on the right..� the shadows go in different directions� and the stream is tumbling downhill on the right, toward the centre of the picture, yet on the other side the waters are flowing over the weir, and also flowing to the pictures centre� same stream.�
Disappointed, the NCO pulled a face.
�I hadn�t noticed that� you know a bit about painting then, boss?�
�I thought I did once, I even had an exhibition.�
�So why aren�t you out in the Pacific painting naked bints, drinking and shagging yourself to fame and an early grave then� pardon me for saying so sir, but I�d rather be doin� that then getting� me arse shot off here?�
�Well a critic for a broadsheets arts section summed up the exhibition in one line� Jules Reed's work has an honesty about it, it proclaims to all who gaze on it� I can�t paint!� When the chuckles subsided he shrugged philosophically. �So I joined the army� not the Guards, that�s what the Reed�s usually do, I thought I�d join the artillery and sit safely twenty miles behind the fighting.� That was also the cause of some mirth.
�So how did that choice go down at home, if you don�t mind me asking sir?�
Jules grinned.
�My father said it probably beat proper soldiering, for a living.�
The rifleman with the task of watching their six hissed a warning, and silence fell instantly. He lay peering cautiously through a hole in the wall, not letting sunlight fall on him as he watched the alleyway that led to the buildings rear doors. The rifleman took aim at the top of a helmet whose wearer was moving steadily closer to their building, moving cautiously from the direction of friendly lines, but that didn�t mean he was a friend. Two more helmets came into view, and he was looking down on the trio with a critical eye as he assessed their tactical movement. As one came to a turn or a junction he bellied down, removed his helmet a peeped around the corner keeping his head to the ground, not a place a waiting enemy would be aiming for. Another would then aim his weapon around the corner, showing as little flesh as possible, just two hands, an arm and half a face, dominating the space whilst the other two crossed and one returned the favour at the other side as he joined them.
By the time they had come twenty-five metres the Rifleman grudgingly allowed that they knew what they were doing. They were now close enough for him to note the shape of the helmets and pattern of the helmet covers.
The subaltern had crawled up beside him, peering out from the other side of the hole.
�We got any yanks working with us sir?�
2Lt Reed thought for a moment. �1CG�s got a couple of companies worth, maybe they�ve come up and rejoined the brigade?
Jules Reed signalled for the other two members of 2LI to go down the three floors and challenge their visitors, whilst the rest kept a sharp eye out.
Five minutes later a bemused Rifleman came back. �We got a Yank para sarn�t major wearing a Brit RSMs insignia on his smock and a pair of 82nd Pee Eff� whatchamacallits.�
Arnie Moore had left both his troopers downstairs because he wasn�t intending on stopping overlong, and 2Lt Reed watched the big American appear and squint as his eyes became accustomed to the surroundings
�Mr Reed sir� Sarn�t Major Arnie Moore. Colonel Reed sends his compliments, along with your own COs, and strongly suggests that you rapidly un-ass this AO �cos since your last transmission it seems bad things are about to happen sir, and they haven�t been able to reach you by radio.�
A palm sized, woven coat-of-arms, did indeed hang from the zip of the American�s smock, its presence on the paratrooper was not necessary, even given his unique position, but Arnie wore it in memory of the big Guardsman, who even whilst mortally wounded had smothered a hand grenade with his body. The younger Reed knew little of events in his father�s unit, and let it go without comment.
Half an hour later found them inside Warriors from 1CG, and heading through abandoned NATO positions as fast as they could travel, without throwing a track.
Above them and to the northwest, the RAF Tornadoes and USAF F-16s of the wild weasel sortie turned onto their approach routes to the town, to clear away the danger to the lumbering C-130s and the large devices they carried. There were four of the Hercules transports, flying in a wide spread diamond formation from RAF Lyneham in Wiltshire. Ideally the weapons would have been dropped simultaneously on all the towns held by the Russian airborne troops, but suitable airframes were in ever shortening supply, and these four would reload several times before the mission was complete.
Smoke from fresh fires burnt on the ground far below the Hercules as they rolled in on their IPs, but being high above the cloud ceiling they could see nothing of this. They could not know for certain if the wild weasel had done its job effectively, until the time came to enter enemy paratroops air defence zone but no threat warnings sounded when this line was crossed.
At the release points, drogue chutes pulled the heavy, fuel air weapons clear of the aircraft before static lines deployed the main chutes, and the C-130s banked for home.
The Warriors had still been in the outskirts of the town when fast jets tore past overhead, and despite the bright orange identification panels on the APCs roofs, their occupants cringed in expectation of a �friendly fire� hit.
Accidents happen in war, but they seem to happen most frequently to armoured vehicles.
The vehicles were clear of the last buildings when charges vaporised the contents of the weapons, and then ignited them in four colossal detonations five hundred feet above the ground.
The effects bore striking similarities to that of a detonating nuclear weapon, though not as far ranging and the flash dazzled rather than blinded.
The weapons detonated roughly over the enemy forward positions, on the north, east, south and western perimeters, immolating anything exposed and sending blast waves outwards. Those not burned alive suffered asphyxia, as all available oxygen was consumed by the fireballs. The centre of the town was spared the worst of the super-heated air, but the centre was where all four blasts met.
At his headquarters in Braunschweig, Colonel General Alontov was informed that communications had been lost with the headquarters of the 2nd Guards Shock Army�s airborne division, in Eisleben. His signallers had already been trying for several hours to re-establish communications with their own Helmstedt brigade when this occurred, and Alontov was no great believer in coincidence. There had been numerous reports of huge explosions heard in the distance; by troops in the east of the town at the time communications had ceased with Helmstedt.
They had been experiencing little difficulty holding their own perimeter against NATO, the local forces they faced were reservist units as NATOs main combat power was tied up along the Elbe and Saale, trying to contain the foot holds that the Red Army had established.
Alontov was well aware that a single British brigade was all that was tasked with destroying the two airborne divisions, in their rear. Even the most average second lieutenant knew that the smallest formation with any chance at completing that task, should have been an entire Army Corps, a mere brigade was wholly inadequate. So Alontov knew all along that NATO would have to try something else in addition, or else lose Europe and its armies there.
Staring once last time at the map pinned to the cellar wall of his CP, he came to a decision, and turned to his assembled staff.
�Gentlemen, we are leaving.�
The simple statement registered as unease on several faces of the assembled staff.
After a moment of silence, one of his regimental commanders spoke.
�With respect General, our orders to hold until relieved were quite specific?�
Serge looked carefully at all of them before replying.
�We jumped into Germany� .correction; we took off with six full strength brigades of men and equipment. Attrition started the moment we crossed into NATO territory. The brigade that went to Belgium was doomed from the outset, and their mission was a failure as all intelligence suggests that SACEUR survived. Our own brigade at Helmstedt, and the 2nd�s brigade in Eisleben, plus their headquarters, are gone� .somehow NATO destroyed them, although I do not believe nuclear weapons were responsible, it was something equally catastrophic. That leaves only us and the 2nd�s two regiments at Bernburg.� He paused for effect before asking the question. �Would one of you like to toss a coin and guess who is next on NATO�s list?� There was no reply from any of the assembled group so Serge aimed the next question at his regimental commanders.
�Has there been any enemy activity around the perimeter?� There had been no contact with the enemy since dawn, no harassing fire, no sniping, and no patrol activity. It was a first.
�Going west, toward the channel ports would be a futile gesture, we would never make it on foot without close air support on tap, and however, by heading east we can be a credible force that NATO will need to deal with. I can see no practical value in a phased withdrawal Gentlemen, as I am willing to bet good money that the opposition has lit the blue touch paper and has withdrawn to a safe distance as it were� so let�s not waste time destroying non portable equipment and stores in place, are friends will do that for us. Any vehicles are for the carrying of ammunition, rations and the wounded until such time as we regain friendly lines� now, let us carry out what will probably be the fastest O Group in military history.�
Another O Group was taking place at the same time but further east. Nikoli Bordenko and his small force of paratroops had been circling Helmstedt looking for a blind spot in which to slip through NATO lines and into the town under siege to join their brothers in arms within. They had been in a hide position near the crest of a wooded hill, sleeping and observing, when the town had been levelled. Nikoli had decided to head west and join with Alontov�s brigade in Braunschweig. There was to be no move before 2100hrs.
In addition to Nikoli�s men, several other parties of soviet troops, in similar situations, were coming to decisions as to whether to go east or west at that time.
36 57 N 103 18 E: 0122hrs 16th April.
Major Richard Dewar had earned his parachute wings at No. 1 Parachute Training School, RAF Brize Norton many years before, as had all of his Marines. However, wearing the wings was not an endorsement that the wearer liked launching himself into oblivion.
Dewar hated parachuting, and considered enthusiasts of sports parachuting to be either certifiable, or Californian, which was the same thing in all probability. To him it was a necessary evil, a means of arriving at B having left A by a more sensible mode of transport. He hated the feeling of having nothing under his feet but fresh air, and the sensation of falling in the seconds before his canopy deployed always made him kick involuntarily, as his brain told his legs to find something solid to stand on.
Tonight�s jump had been no better, it had been pitched dark as he�d left the B-2 bomber above the small valley chosen as the DZ. Twelve seconds later he was on the ground in mainland China, trying to catch his breath in the bitterly cold air, and gain his feet at the same time. He then had to shuffle downwind through powdery snow to overtake the canopy that the wind was trying to refill, and pulling on the shrouds he collapsed it once and for all.
He had the parachute gathered up by the time Cpl Alladay collected it from him, for burial with the rest of the team�s parachutes. Each man would be carrying a little over his own weight in kit over mountains uncharted except by satellite photograph, so no one would be taking excess baggage on this yomp.
Garfield Woods and Shippey-Romhead gathered up the men and carried out a check on both men and equipment, any damage to the radios or laser designators could jeopardise the mission, and an injured man could equally harm their chances of success.
Lady Luck was, by and large, with them.
One man had a suspected broken rib, plus a variety of bumps and scrapes amongst the remainder, but nothing that would hold them up.
Forty minutes later, the M&AWC contingent led off with the Green Berets and Mountain Troop in trail, heading roughly WSW and into the night with 36.2 miles to go, as the crow flies, to their objective.
North Atlantic: Same time.
The Alfa, pennant number 512 had become, by right of succession, the flagship of the soviet submarine force in the Atlantic. Its commander had left port somewhat junior to the then commander. He was eighth in the seniority stakes at that time, but attrition by NATO had thrust him into a command position he would have taken ten years to reach in peacetime.
He had a problem; inasmuch as Admiral Conrad�s convoy was approaching the point where land based maritime patrol aircraft would add considerably to its defence. Latest humint reports told of a massing of these aircraft on the closest airfields, coming in from all points to arm up and await the convoy.
Since his attack on the Royal Navy anti-submarine vessels, the convoy had altered course, choosing a more direct line to the ports of destination, rather than going further south. The Russian submariner was aware of the only three realistic choices he had presented the convoy�s commander. Maintain course and speed in the knowledge that the enemy were too strung out to mount a concentrated attack, and suffer instead a lighter, but prolonged series of strikes, as the submarines came into range. Take a longer, more southerly course, and hope that would avoid the wolf pack, or, take a more direct line to safety, and hope that its defensive screen was sufficient to resist a mass onslaught. Admiral Conrad had chosen the third option, so perhaps NATOs armies were even closer to collapse than was thought.
What he lacked was a plan of the convoy, something to tell him where NATOs ships carrying the troops, equipment and supplies were. He had ordered his diesels to try to penetrate the warship screen and give exact coordinates for these vessels that were so vital to NATO in Europe.
He had just five diesels remaining, all Kilos but only two of these were the even quieter improved models, of these he needed at least one to infiltrate the screens and provide him with that fix.
Behind Potyemkin, the commanders Alfa, a half-mile in trail the Oscar II guided missile submarine Stalin held station, and in her vertical launch tubes sat twenty missiles topped with one-megaton warheads. He had the means to sink each and every merchant vessel in the convoy, but the last radar picture was two days old, and it showed his enemy spread over fifty square miles of ocean. Warships formed an inner and outer screen, and the merchantmen lay within, but there was a lot of room to manoeuvre inside that screen
Two days ago when they had then known that they were safe from nuclear attack, the convoy had covered fifty square miles. They would likely have now increased the spacing between ships, and so be covering a greater expanse. As powerful as his weapons were, they could easily be wasted vaporising empty sea.
The American�s had shot down the RORSAT over the Midwest, and its replacement was still on a launch pad somewhere. All he could do was blanket the area occupied by the ships with conventional, chemical and nuclear tipped weaponry, unless his diesels could provide him with hard data.
His Kilos were shadowing the convoy, and in just over thirty minutes his missile boats could accelerate into firing position. Every minute he delayed brought Conrad�s gamble closer to success, so he gave the order to his communications officer.
�Make to all vessels� Attack!�
With the loss of the Illustrious ASW group from the convoy�s defence, so too went 50�% of its rotary wing airframes. Conrad no longer had the comprehensive cover of before, but those that remained heard the enemy begin their approach.
In the CIC aboard the USS Gerald Ford, Conrad ordered the ships to carry out pre planned spacing, putting greater distance between themselves, without losing ASW screen and missile defence integrity.
The carrier�s principle bodyguards, the AEGIS cruisers USS Normandy and USS Anzio, along with the older USS Thomas S Gates, took station to port, the threat side, of the carrier. The ageing AEGIS cruiser lacked the VLS; vertical launch systems of the younger pair, but her Mk 26 launchers would hopefully find plenty to do. With that done the admiral turned the fight over to the ASWO and ordered the CAG to launch all the F/A-18 and F14s. Once their hard points were bare of air to air ordnance they were free to meet with the tankers, 200 miles to the west of the Gerald Ford, and then on to Europe. Should the carrier be lost, at least SACEUR would have some damn fine men and women bolstering his available air assets.
Launching of the Tomcats and F/A-18s was still underway when the soviets started the ball rolling; the shadowing diesels launched spreads of acoustic torpedoes at the mass of surface ships before using the distraction to try to breach the screen.
The Perry class frigate USS Paul Cooper, found two torpedoes heading for her and kicked on all the speed she could, making radical course changes as she did so. The soviet weapons did not waver, keeping with the target as she twisted and turned, closing the distance all the time. The ship was closed up for NBC warfare, and there was no one above decks to observe the outcome of the race, but everyone heard it and felt it. The closer torpedo homed onto the little ships streamed Nixie, its mate a split second behind. The double concussions rang through the hull as the ocean heaved behind her, knocking men and women off their feet, and causing unsecured crockery in the galley to jump a foot in the air, to shatter on the deck.
Of the twenty torpedoes fired, five malfunctioned, thirteen were decoyed by Nixies, and two found the fleet ammunition ship, USNS Dutchman�s Ferry.
Six hundred feet up at the controls of the Paul Cooper�s UH-60B Sea Hawk, its pilots watched the exploding torpedoes white water column drench the stern and upper works of their own ship, and they were then buffeted by the titanic explosion that had obliterated the ammunition ship a full mile away.
In the back, the Sea Hawks operator gripped the edge of his workstation to steady himself, but his attention was on his instruments.
�Sir, we have a solid contact on our last line of sonar buoys!�
�Gimme a steer!�
�It�s just south of number four� take a heading of 009� and hustle, he�s heading down!�
Turning onto that heading, the Sea Hawk dropped down toward the waves and the co-pilot reported their sonar buoy contact to Paul Cooper�s ASWO, who in turn passed it along to the ASW department on the carrier where it was added to the big picture.
On reaching the area of the number four buoy of that particular line, the Sea Hawk flared and lowered its dipping sonar below the waves.
The usually quiet diesel boat had traded stealth for speed, to egress its firing point before the hunters came looking. Its poor luck had been its proximity to the line of sonar buoys when it had launched its attack.
Less than a minute was all that the operator needed to lock its position down, the dipper was raised and a Westinghouse Mk50 dropped from the Sea Hawk. The torpedo immediately locked on to the Kilo that had tried to sink their home, and accelerated toward it.
After hours of stalking and shadowing the convoy, her batteries were far from fully charged, so making her best speed on the charge that was available, fell short of what was required.
Paul Cooper�s Sea Hawk did not need to drop its second weapon, as soon as they heard the sound of the pressure hull letting go; they called it in, claiming a kill and went looking for more trade.
A mere quarter of a mile from the scene of that interception, the feelings of another crew were mixed with sorrow and relief that the torpedo they had at first thought was meant for them, hadn�t been, but more of their comrades were now gone. The Murmansk nursed the batteries and crept along towards the first screen of warships.
Of the five diesels involved, two were sunk within minutes of launching, and both as they attempted to duck inside the screen. A further pair were located during the next ten minutes, and shortly thereafter shared the fate of their sister ships. The attrition to their numbers since the breakout had begun had claimed good and bad crews alike, but those that had gotten this far were all first team quality.
Whilst the convoy screen was dealing with the attack by the diesel boats, the first salvo of anti-ship missiles broke the surface one hundred and eighty miles to the northwest, shedding their protective launch containers and deploying stubby wings.
An E-2C Hawkeye, within its longer-range radars saw the threat first, and an operator sounded the alarm even as its �take� was being beamed to the ships far below.
�Vampires, Vampires, Vampires!� twenty plus inbound vampires, range 175 miles� . bearing 351�� . speed Mach one plus!�
Two flights of F14s were vectored toward the inbounds, launching AMRAAMs as they achieved a lock and egressing to the northwest, leaving the thirty-two missiles under the guidance of the Hawkeye.
Whilst the missiles were still fifty miles apart, a further forty-eight of the high speed SS-N-19s appeared on the E-2Cs screens.
Admiral Mann paced up and down the deck in CIC, allowing the men and women to do their jobs without interference, but taking it all in.
The continuously updated big screen did not give him the information he wanted, which was how many enemy submarines were out there.
Intelligence sources claimed no more than twelve faced them but would not hazard a guess at how many of those were SSGNs, the Oscar II�, the big missile boats capable of carrying the anti-shipping SS-N-27 nuclear missiles.
The incoming missiles were not coming on dumb, but jinking and altering speed. Conrad could see at a glance that the AMRAAMs were not stopping them all; the seventy-two incoming missiles had been whittled down to forty-seven that his warships were going to have to deal with.
The ASWO called off his helicopters, and their search for the Kilos was halted as they got out of the firing line and hovered behind warships as radar decoys.
Withdrawal of the ASW helicopters left the way clear for the soviet Akulas, Alfas and Sierra IIIs to try and close to firing range of their shorter-range ordnance, largely unhindered.
Conrad Mann had little with which to counter this other threat. He had nine of the old Knox class frigates with Mk-26 launchers and ASROCs, but the weapon had been out of production quite a few years, and supplies were limited. Four of the frigates patrolled inside the cordons whilst the remainder were paired off with air defence capable hulls and their operators listened to the lines of sonar buoys, waiting for a contact. Of the four prowler sentries one had no offensive anti-submarine weaponry; she had only her sonar suite.
The warships increased speed and trained their Phalanx systems to port, whilst those delegated by the TAO began launching air defence missiles at the incoming missiles.
Aboard the Murmansk the crew breathed a little easier, the increased speed of the convoy screen meant a larger margin of safety for them, and they passed below the surface ships, into the convoys� inner sanctum. Pressed by time and the need to acquire targeting data, her captain ordered their speed increased to 10 knots and to standby to stream the towed array.
On the big screen an icon representing the Knox class frigate USS John Allen, one of the four inner piquet�s, altered course, coming about to retrace its steps. An operator�s fingers flew over her keyboard, sending an interrogative to the small ship. After a few seconds she read the reply.
�Our tail just twitched� investigating.�
Twisting and turning, the first of the anti-ship missiles dodged inside of the defenders Standard 2 missiles, losing a quarter of their remaining number and coming into range of the shorter range Standard 1s.
Admiral Mann decided that the fight was out of the hands of the aircrews, and ordered away those that still carried air-to-air ordnance, sending them to holding orbits.
The Murmansk�s sonar department plotted their own journey past the outer and inner lines of warships, and when that plot showed them a kilometre inside the convoys� defences they streamed the array. Her captain allowed himself the small indulgence of feeling hope, although that hope was focused on achieving his objective, actually surviving the battle was pushed to the back of his mind. �Sonar, any sign of the convoy?� He received a brief shake of the head.
�No sir, not yet, too much background noise from the warships.�
Aboard the AEGIS cruiser USS Anzio the roar of launching Standard 1 missiles reverberated through its hull as she added her quota to the defending missiles racing north.
Murmansk�s sonar department were concentrating their search for the convoy, the towed arrayed listening southward. So intent were they that they almost did not hear the USS John Allen heading their way.
To the west of the John Allen, one of her sister ships was closing fast to assist, her screw thrashing the sea in her wake to a phosphorescent glow, but she was coming from the rear of the convoy, ploughing into the Atlantic rollers as she drove east.
�Captain� enemy warship closing, bearing 025�, two thousand metres!�
The Murmansk�s commander looked at the speaker.
�Any chance that they haven�t got us?�
The USS John Allen was not entirely certain that they had a submarine somewhere close, the USNS Dutchman�s Ferry had gone down not far away so they had to be one hundred percent certain they weren�t just hearing her as she sank toward the ocean floor. To eliminate that possibility, her ASWO gave an instruction to a crewman.
The frigates sonar went active; its pulses hammered the hull of the Kilo, causing several of her crew to jump.
�No captain, no chance at all.�
�Pizd�uk!� the captain snarled his frustration. �Flood Q� take us down to six hundred feet� � � .come right to 170�, fifteen knots� and standby counter measures!�
North of the convoy screen, the night was lit up as another Standard 1 scored, its targets 500Kg warhead detonating at the moment of interception, but Conrad Mann had ceased his pacing, his eyes fixed on the big board and his jaw set in the realisation that the sea skimmers were going to get through his missiles, and some of his ships were likely to die in the next few minutes.
USS John Allen�s ASROC launcher swung out, guided by the ASWOs instructions until it was pointing unerringly along the bearing to the submerged Kilo.
The interval between sonar pulses was lessening, and not a single man aboard the Murmansk did not feel hunted, including her captain, and yet his voice remained calm. �Hard a-port� make your course 045�� hold that course for thirty seconds and release counter measures, then reverse your course and go to flank speed.�
�Aye, captain!�
The Phalanx system aboard the USS Paul Cooper was the first to open fire on the inbound missiles, the barrels rotating as it began expending rounds at a rate of three thousand per minute. One by one, other ships joined in as the anti-ship missiles came within range until seven vessels were involved in this last line of defence.
Five miles to the south of her, flame lashed the foredeck of the John Allen as an ASROC left the launcher, and its intended victim heeled over as it reversed course and increased speed, ejecting a pair of noisemakers into the knuckle it had created.
To the tearing sound created by the Phalanx guns aboard the screens warships there was added the thump of chaff dischargers throwing aloft their clouds of aluminium strips. Although all the ships were running without lights, the cruiser USS Normandy was illuminated briefly by the light produced from an exploding destroyer to the northeast, and then her superstructure was lit again as her own Phalanx opened up to engage two missiles entering the breach created by the destroyers destruction. Sweating crewmen paused for a moment to listen before redoubling their efforts to manhandle Standard 1 and 2 missiles from makeshift stores to refill the magazines.
USS John Allen�s first ASROC shed its rocket booster and a small drogue chute allowed the Mk42 Mod 5 torpedo to enter the water at the correct angle. It had been aimed to land astern of the enemy submarine, but the Murmansk had turned through 180� and the torpedo now had no immediate target to home on. It was old technology and had no guidance from its mother ship, so it performed its hunting manoeuvre, turning in a wide arc and actively pinging.
The John Allen carried only twelve of the old ASROCs, all aged between twenty and thirty years old. As soon as the first Mk42 had left the launcher the crew had hustled to ready the next.
An ugly fireball, rich in white fire and red gold hues, rose into the air to announce the death of another US warship, this time a frigate. With the loss of the destroyer, and then the frigate, a hole had been bored through the inner and outer screens.
The Mk42 had turned through 200� before it found a target, and quickly accelerated to 40knots.
Murmansk had achieved a speed of 24knots by the time the torpedo had plunged through the knuckle and gas bubbles generated by the noisemaker, where it immediately heard the Kilo and steered toward her.
Two seconds before the Anzio�s 20mm magazines ran dry, her sister ships automated flank defence systems ordered Normandy�s and Thomas S Gates Phalanx guns to open fire. The submarine launched missiles had been whittled down to just eight, but the three big cruisers, plus the massive USS Gerald Ford were in their path.
Murmansk did not have the battery power to run at speed for prolonged periods, and in any case she could not outrun even an old weapon such as the Mk42. She ejected another pair of noisemakers into her wake, and responded gamely to the planes in the full rise position.
USS John Allen�s ASWO held off launching the Mk42 now waiting on the launcher, he had few to play with and watched the information being added to the plot in the small CIC. Only if the torpedo in the water looked certain to have failed, would he re-attack with a second ASROC.
The instructions to both cruisers Phalanx guns were sent within milliseconds of one another, Normandy and her older sister were already tracking, and Normandy�s guns began to hammer at the first of a pair now homing on her.
Thomas S Gates had three coming straight for her and her computerised guidance system selected the greatest threat, unfortunately through some fault that would never be identified, both of her Phalanx guns remained silent except for the whirr of the motors that kept the barrels unerringly following the path of her killers.
With the magazines for her Phalanx guns now empty, Anzio had her own problem to contend with, and she heeled hard over as she turned toward it. Her Sea Hawk kept station, above and abaft her stern as the pilots played decoy with a sharp eye on the glow of the incoming missiles exhaust, ready to evade if they saw the ruse had worked.
The approaching SS-N-19 registered that its principle target was shrinking, as the ship turned bow-on to it, yet a smaller target above that one suddenly expanded, as yet another chaff bundle appeared in the Sea Hawks path.
The aircrews concentration was broken when two miles away, an SS-N-19 detonated inside Thomas S Gates hull immediately above the magazine, which both startled them with the violence of the cruisers destruction, and robbed them of their night vision so that they never saw, or even felt, the missiles impact against the UH-60Bs port engine.
Although she escaped the older cruisers fate, the close proximity of the exploding warhead rout havoc with Anzio�s stern works, it stove in hull and deck plates, and set her hangar ablaze.
Below the ocean�s surface, several miles south, Murmansk was answering her helm well and rising toward the surface. At 200 feet she came level and again heeled over in a hard turn, this time to starboard but again ejecting noisemakers. It was the Tortoise and the Hare, except the Hare showed no sign of needing a nap.
The noisemakers left by the Kilo served only to mask its location from the Mk42 so long as the devices were between the torpedo and the submarine. Once it pierced the bubble cloud it quickly reacquired without losing much in the way of ground.
Murmansk was merely prolonging the inevitable, but fortune favours the brave and the Mk42 overshot as the Kilo turned hard a-starboard. It registered the steel hulls proximity however, but its speed carried it beyond the target before detonating.
The blast rolled the Murmansk clear onto her side, severing the towed array�s umbilical and dealing the vessel a hammer blow that only months refitting in a dry dock could cure. Inside the hull it became bedlam, with electrical fires triggering alarms, failing lighting and injured crewmen�s screams mixed with that of the simply terrified.
The second of the three SS-N-19s that had singled out the Thomas S Gates wasted itself as it flew into the cruisers funeral pyre. The third missile flew on with its sensor suite questing southwards for a new target.
A brief exultation in the USS John Allen�s CIC, was quelled when they heard the sound of the Kilo re-emerge as the explosions reverberations diminished.
It took almost ten seconds to lock down the Kilos new bearing, course and speed, which was how long it also took the stray SS-N-19 to acquire the frigate and cover the distance.
In the Murmansk�s control room they did not hear the anti-ship missile do its work, their sonar suite was offline, acrid fumes from burning insulation were making breathing and vision difficult, and a vibration that originated in the bearings of the submarines single propeller shaft was noticeable throughout the vessel.
Her captain picked himself up off the deck and shouted for quiet.
�Silence!� His eyes were smarting from the smoke, but he could see he had their attention. Taking the PA microphone he depressed the switch but there was not operating light, it was dead so he tossed it aside to hang by its coiled cable.
�Damage reports� get on it� and find out what the hell is causing that vibration while you are at it!�
Whilst his officers made their way along the vessel, compartment by compartment, he went around the control room speaking with the men, a few words of encouragement to settle shaken nerves.
USS Gerald Ford�s TAO allowed himself to breathe again, now that there were no longer hostile missiles in the air. The plot showed the firing positions of every soviet vessel that had taken part; at least at the time of firing anyway, and as tempting as it was to extract vengeance on those vessels for the sinking of US warships, it would have been a serious error to do so. Those vessels were missile boats, and now empty of surface to surface ordnance, but the hunter killers, the Sierras, Alfas and Akulas, still had theirs, albeit shorter ranged. Once again the Sea Hawks moved out from the ships to begin hunting once more, because those vessels were now free of their tasks of protecting the big missile submarines, and would right now be seeking to come within launch range of the convoy.
Admiral Mann took stock of his warships situations; an AEGIS cruiser, a destroyer, two frigates and an ammunition ship had been lost. A second cruiser, the Anzio, had now come about and was steaming slowly into wind, to keep the fires raging aft from spreading to the superstructure, her damage control parties were pumping gallons of seawater into the conflagration, and trying to stem the dozen or so leaks in her hull. Conrad had to detach a frigate to escort her until she could rejoin the fast moving main body. Away from the mutually protective arms of the remaining escorts she was an easy target, but they could not afford to wait for her, and certainly could not spare more than the single frigate to ward off the attack submarines that were out there.
Elsewhere, a destroyer and a frigate had suffered the effects of large warheads detonating close inboard, intercepted at the last moment by Phalanx. A further destroyer and a frigate had also endured similar narrow escapes although without the associated damage, but aboard those two vessels alarms had screeched the warning that the upper works were contaminated with a persistent nerve agent. In its gaseous form the agent had spread with the wind, contaminating two other warships, so far. The chemical warfare agents were a minimal hazard to the crews so long as the ships were closed up for NBC, but for merchant ships it would be a different story. The crews of the merchant vessels pressed into service had all been issued with nuclear, biological and chemical warfare suits, along with the requisite training in there use, but with ships not equipped for such an environment, manned by crews of a different mind-set to that of their military cousins, the effects would be devastating.
Manoeuvring to avoid burning hulks that had minutes before been ships of war, the remaining warships were even now shifting formation to fill in the gaps, reloading ready-use magazines and carrying the injured down to sickbays, readying themselves for the next onslaught.
Considering the speed with which the surface ships had emptied their magazines, the surviving ammunition ships would be unable to replenish them all inside of four hours, and the soviets were unlikely to be so obliging as to wait. Admiral Bernard�s tactics might defy health and safety, but the American�s adoption of them was about to save lives.
South of the surface ships, two hundred feet down the Murmansk�s captain had received the reports of his own commands situation without expression. Sonar was out, cracked bearings were keeping his vessel below 10knots, and his engineer was seriously concerned about the effects of going any deeper. Communications were also out, although his troops thought they could send, if not receive. The only plus was radar, it appeared to be fully functional and so he intended to take the only course of action that would fulfil their mission, locating the merchantmen carrying troops, equipment and supplies.
Summoning his communications officer he spoke quietly. �Oleg, we have arrived at the time that the Americans call �make or break�, and I have an important task for you.�
The young officer nodded.
�Yes captain?�
�We are about to come up to periscope depth and raise the radar mast, this will make us extremely vulnerable but it is the only way that we can complete our mission in pinpointing the troopships and cargo carriers.� He paused as he let that sink in. �We may have only moments in which to send that information to our comrades, so your mast will be raised at the same time and I need you ready to transmit, do you understand?�
The communications officers face sagged.
�But captain, the board shows only an intermittent transmission light whenever we test it, we have not been able to find the short yet!�
The captain�s reply was rueful.
�We are out of time Oleg, you must keep on transmitting, over and over until� � he left the sentence unfinished. Slapping Oleg on the back his voice changed to one of authoritative optimism. �Perhaps the NATO boys have too many troubles of their own right now to worry about us, so come along and get back to your men.�
Turning back to address the control room, he dropped the optimism and pushed the authoritative up a notch.
�Bring us up to 50 feet, standby to raise ECM, radar and communications masts.�
As Murmansk rose to the required depth, an air of fatalism settled on her crew. Although only the officers had chosen this profession, the remainder of the crew were fiercely proud of their vessel, and the reasons, rights and wrongs of the war now counted for little, all that mattered was their role in this particular bit of it.
�Raise ECM.�
A moment or two passed once that electronic sensor emerged above the surface, but its operator�s screens remained blank, and its dials failed to register any activity.
�Up periscope.�
The device slid up out of housing, and was accompanied by a trickle of water down its shaft from damaged seals losing integrity as the periscope rose, a trickle that increased by the moment. It did not bode well, the captain could see nothing through the lenses, and switching to lo-lite illuminated nothing except the fact that that facility was also unserviceable.
�Radar� we know what�s behind us so don�t waste time with 360�s, just sweep from 30� to 200�, understood?�
�Raise radar and communications� begin sending our position straight away.� The captain crossed to the radar position and folded his arms to mask from the crew his crossed fingers.
It took but seconds for the beam to swing back and forth but no returns showed up on the screen. Either the radar is out also, or there is nothing there, he reasoned. However, their radar had a finite range and the greater the transmitter�s height above the seas, the farther it could see.
�Conning tower party close up� standby to surface.� Turning to his 2 i/c he added. �Lieutenant Stepov, the way our lucks running the repeater will be out, you will go topside and I will remain here.�
Wet weather gear was pulled from lockers and quickly donned, the lieutenant and lookouts gathered at the bottom of the ladder.
�Surface!�
The captain�s eyes returned to the radar screen and he spoke without turning. �Communications?�
�Aye captain?�
�Are we sending, Oleg?�
�I don�t know captain, maybe someone is receiving broken text and will put the pieces together.�
Above them the sky was overcast, and the Atlantic the colour of ink, a uniform blackness that suddenly parted in white foam to admit the Kilo back into the realm of air.
Water cascaded from her plates, a dark gleaming killing machine now out of its element, vulnerable to the ships it hunted.
Below, the captain breathed in the salt air that had entered the hull as the lieutenant opened the hatch, but his eyes remained on the screen unwilling at first to accept what they told him.
�Communications, send and keep sending, our position and the following� from west to east through south, to a range of twenty-eight point seven miles, there are no, repeat no, merchant vessels!� For the number of vessels he knew to be in the convoy, they should have picked up at least some of the outlying ships, if not the majority. The only conclusion he could draw was that they had been suckered, and the merchant ships were elsewhere.
Something close to despair crossed the young communications officers face.
�Aye captain� sending.�
Lieutenant Stepov emerged into the wet and cold, stepping clear of the hatchway for his lookouts he first braced himself against the roll of the deck before raising a night vision device to his eyes. Common sense should have told him not to look first in the direction they thought the merchantmen lay, but toward the north. It would not however have affected their fate even if he had done so.
At a speed of 18knots, the bow of USS Peel sliced deep into the Kilos starboard ballast tank, just forward of the conning tower before riding up onto the Murmansk�s coaming, the screech of tortured metal drowning out the screams of the submarines look-outs. The Knox class frigate came to a halt with her bows in the air and twenty feet of keel exposed to view, and for a moment it remained in that position as air boiled from the submarines ruptured tank. Peel�s single screw still churned the water to froth and then the frigates weight, the push of her screw, and the damage already inflicted on the Kilo brought an end to the brief impasse. With a groan the Murmansk�s pressure hull gave way and the frigates crumpled bow again met the ocean. Murmansk�s bows disappeared from sight and her stern rose clear of the waves, up and up until it stood close to the vertical, its propeller a blur as it turned unchecked. Slowly at first, and then increasing in speed the submarine sank from view forever.
The USN frigate, still showing the signs of her encounter with the man-made tidal wave on the first convoy, hastily and crudely patched up at sea as she was, now quickly lost way and began to settle at the bow.
Far over the northern horizon, Potyemkin�s signaller had eventually gotten Murmansk�s position from the halting transmission. Murmansk had only managed to repeat its final message twice before going of the air, and the signaller thought he had the intended text from what had been received, but he had to replay the recording several times until he was satisfied. He handed his commander the message on a signal form.
�Our position 43� 8� North, 36� 35� West // Merchant vessels 28.7 miles South�.
�Is this all?�
�Yes Captain, it was repeated twice through heavy interference, but there have been no further transmissions from Murmansk.�
The captain considered the messages content, and pondered the lack of a precise set of coordinates for the enemy shipping.
�You say that there has been nothing further from them?�
�Nothing, sir.�
Apparently their brave comrades-in-arms had sent them this vital message with their dying gasp, and the captain would ensure their sacrifice did not go in vain. Crossing to the chart table he marked the location that the Kilo had given as its own, and then went to work with dividers. To the same signal form the captain added a longitude and latitude, circling it in red before handing it back to the signaller for onward transmission to the Stalin.
One of the hardest of his own orders, that Admiral Mann had to stand by, was that of rescuing survivors. His warships and helicopters reported dozens in the water. Those downwind of the chemical warheads would have no chance, but the remainder waved, shouted and blew whistles in order to gain attention.
USS Peel�s crew were fighting to shore up bulkheads, but the only safe course of action for her was to turn her stern to the seas and put her engines in reverse, making for the Azores in that slow fashion, if a torpedo did not find her first of course.
Conrad Mann would not compromise his warships integrity by allowing seals to be broken in order for crewmen to go topside and carry out rescues. He could not allow his ships to break formation, and he could not afford to weaken his defensive screen by detaching another vessel. The same went for his rotary wing assets, he needed them hunting rather than performing SAR.
All requests to heave-to or to delay ASW operations were refused, and the winking beacons on survival rafts and immersion suits fell astern, disappearing into the cold, black Atlantic night.
Twenty-one minutes later a UH-60B from the USS Gerald Ford firmed up very quickly on a contact that was coming on too fast for caution. Within another three minutes a further two helicopters began to prosecute separate contacts, but before any could drop on the hulls they rose to launch depth and the next attack began.
The soviet hunter-killers had used well the time the helicopters had been absent, and all seven began launching within minutes of each other.
SS-N-7 anti-ship missiles burst out of the black depths in welters of spray, their solid rocket motors providing the thrust that would send them at high subsonic speed towards their victims.
Gerald Ford�s TAO saw at a glance that none of his remaining F-14s and F/A-18s would be of use, their attackers were within forty miles of the nearest US ship, and the aircraft were too far away to engage in time.
Standard 2 missiles roared from vertical launch tubes, tipping over as their ships guidance systems fed them data on the incoming attack.
High above the ships, the radar operators aboard the early warning Hawkeye watched the attackers come on, locked down their firing positions to within six feet, and fed mid-course corrections to the Standard 2s. Whilst they were doing all this they saw twenty new tracks appear two hundred and ninety-six miles out.
Placing a cursor on the lead inbound the operator was surprised, he had thought that he could judge speed pretty well, and he�d have guessed that these newcomers were coming in at mach one, give or take. However the speed was mach 2.7, and these inbounds were climbing.
Selecting the Gerald Ford�s CIC on his frequency selector he spoke quickly and clearly.
�Vampires, Vampires, Vampires� Lunch Bunch this is Eye Spy Zero Two, I have two zero Vampires, bearing 350�, Angels two five and climbing, range now at two hundred fifty-five miles!�
The TAOs reply was immediate.
�Roger, Eye Spy, we have them on the board.� A moment later the TAO came on again, this time on an air wing frequency.
�Long Knife Zero One, Lunch Bunch.�
The F-14 squadron commanders� reply was short, and to the point. �Go.�
The TAO told them where, how high, and a one word instruction that meant they were to hustle.
�Long Knives steer 349�, make Angels Twenty and buster!�
�Roger, the Knives are in the elevator with burners on, our heading is now three four nine.�
�Roger Knives, you have the fast moving vampires which are now levelling at Angels Thirty.�
�Rog.�
Long Knife Zero One had only four other aircraft with him, the remainder having already emptied their hard-points in the previous attack. Between the five of them they had eight AIM-54 Phoenix, and fifteen AMRAAMs. Sat in back the RIOs assigned weapons to targets, and fifteen seconds later the first AIM-54 left its hard-point.
Unlike the weapons released by the attack hulls, the newcomers were not configured to single out ships; they had sets of coordinates to aim for.
In the USS Gerald Ford�s CIC, Admiral Mann knew without asking that this was the soviets big effort, their last chance at stopping desperately needed reinforcements and supplies from reaching Europe.
The twenty fast approaching missiles were heading for the protected zone within the twin rings of warships, and they all had to be nukes.
�Make to all ships, brace for nuclear strike� tell the inner pickets to make for the outer screens at flank.�
The plot showed all his airborne assets, and some were too damn close to them.
�Get the helo�s down, those that can do so in the next three minutes, it�ll take too long to secure them beyond that time� tell the rest, with the exception of Eye Spy and the Long Knives to beat feet.�
The young officer at his elbow turned to give the orders and then paused.
�Beat feet to where, sir?�
Conrad half smiled.
�Anywhere but here, son.�
The Alfa Potyemkin left its charge to clear datum whilst the Alfa itself descended to 1200 feet and sprinted north at 30 knots. Once there sonars registered the unmistakable signature of a nuclear event he would send his detailed report, declaring that the army no longer had anything to fear in Europe
The first AIM-54 was a clear miss, detonating in the wake of the lead missile, but the second scored on it. It wasn�t a spectacular explosion, the complex mechanisms necessary to enable a nuclear reaction to take place, were simply destroyed. Nuclear weapons do not have impact fuses, and they don�t even go off if an aircraft that should be carrying them should fly into a mountain. They just aren�t that sort of explosive device.
The board on Gerald Ford�s CIC recorded the hits and misses, and there were more of the latter than of the former as thirteen still remained.
With all there ordnance expended the F-14s turned northeast, clearing the way for the warships not yet involved with the sea-skimmers.
Far below, the battle raged on. West of the carrier, the frigate USS Hallemville fell out of line, with what remained of her superstructure ablaze and flames roaring through rents in her hull. Her sister ship the USS Gallishere was one moment forging through heavy seas with spray fogging the air above her bows and her Phalanx gun hammering to the north, and then was engulfed from view by smoke flecked with fire. When the wind swept the smoke clear moments later she was gone, with only the still falling debris to confirm that she had ever having existed.
Being more sporadic, and coming from far wider spaced firing points, a greater number of warships had been able to engage this attack than the last.
USS Normandy had only expended half of her re-filled magazine during this attack, and now she began launching in a different direction.
Although this current turn of events had been allowed for, Conrad could see that there was more than a fair chance that one or more were going to get through.
�Do you know how to pipe �Up Spirits� young man?� he said to the young officer without turning.
The ensign frowned, unsure as to whether he had heard the admiral correctly.
�Sir?�
Admiral Mann turned his head and smiled. �Never mind, wrong navy� and even they don�t do that anymore.�
Five of the soviet weapons escaped the Normandy�s best efforts, to tip over and descend. Two were five miles apart, and a few seconds ahead of the remainder, achieving three times the speed of sound in their descent toward the ocean.
Milliseconds separated the pair as they reached 10,000 feet, and their onboard systems completed the tasks they had been programmed for.
Orbiting at 26,000 feet the E-2C Hawkeye was the first casualty.
EMP, the electro-magnetic pulse produced by nuclear events, fried electrical circuits, and then the weapons thermal output lifted the twin-engine aircraft to 39,000 feet, well above its maximum ceiling. Before the super thermal had carried them to that altitude the Allison T56-A-427 turboprops sputtered and faltered, starved not of fuel, but of air. The little AWAC aircraft was then caught by the blast wave, and swiped from existence.
Admiral Mann did not know it, but they had gotten off lightly. Only two of the five missiles had detonated, and in doing so they destroyed the remainder that followed behind them.
On USS Gerald Ford�s starboard side, her external sensors burnt out, and in so doing triggered alarms throughout the vessel. The same went for all the surviving surface warships, whatever their position the part of the vessel facing ground zero had optical and sensor equipment frazzled by the unbearable light that heralded the detonations. EMP also did its worst on those electrical systems not shut down and shielded. Communications and radar were lost throughout the fleet and until the back-up systems came online, they were deaf and blind.
In the carriers CIC the board had gone blank and the officers in charge of the various departments harangued their technicians to boot up the back-up systems and get the show back on the road.
Being inside the double rings of warships, though close to the northern perimeter, USS Gerald Ford was closer to ground zero than any other surface ship, but still 30 miles from it. Her starboard side�s paintwork had been bleached several shades lighter than the rest of the ship, by the thermal pulse.
The blast wave took all of three minutes to reach the carrier, but still had the strength to heel her 104,000 ton bulk over by twenty degrees.
The TAO braced himself against a bulkhead until the ship righted itself, and then barked at the personnel in CIC. �Come on people, no one�s sailed through the after effects of one a nuclear strike before, it could get pretty damn stormy pretty damn quick, and we�re still blind� � � get those systems back up, NOW!�
His words were prophetic, as the huge warship heeled over once more with the assault of an 80 foot wave moving at as many miles an hour.
Captain Sonderland had remained on the bridge, despite the heavy lead lined blast shutters that prevent anyone looking out of the screens. Gripping the arms of his chair he had trouble recollecting whether he had been on a ship as large as this before, in what seemed an equal to the worst storms of his long career. They were sailing blind and he did not like that one tiny bit, the bridge radar repeater remained blank despite five minutes of promises from technicians, and so he ordered the bridge lighting extinguished and the shutters hand cranked open.
For all he could see, once that had been accomplished, they could as well have been left in place for all the good it did.
Massive quantities of water had been vaporised by the airbursts, and what greeted him outside was the thickest fog he had ever encountered.
Leaving his chair he stood beside the helmsman, squinting in an effort to penetrate the murk, and decided that until radar had been restored he needed a lookout on the bow. He was weighing up the dangers to such a lookout should the easterly wind change and blow fallout across the vessel, when he saw something ahead. A faint orange glow, much defused by the thick blanket of fog had altered the otherwise uniform vision of nothingness.
He had time only to mutter to himself. �What in hells name is that?� before the Gerald Ford slammed into the burning hulk of the USS Hallemville.

CHAPTER FIVE

Bayswater, London W2: 0730hrs, 16th April.
The new day heralded a foot on the next rung up the ladder, in Ms Danyella Foxten-Billings career in politics. She had been absent from her trendy London Mews since the start of the war, staying at an out of the way house in Wales and only returning the previous day to attend the funeral of Matthew St Reever�s, the man who had taken a job previously promised to her.
The ceremony had been a solemn affair, as funerals tend to be, on a cold grey day, in the midst of the snows thaw, but it had allowed her to wear black, and she knew that she looked good in black.
She had dabbed away non-existent tears during the ceremony and at its end had uttered insincere platitudes to Reever�s widow, a woman who in her opinion most certainly did not suit black, it just accentuated her plain looks.
It had been after she�d left the widow�s side that the new Prime Minister had approached her with the offer to take up the now vacant post.
Two hours later, having seen his wife safely off he had joined her at her Mews, but she had made him put it in writing and telephone his press secretary with instructions for the press release announcing it, before she had allowed him to undress her and carry her to the bed to seal the deal. She�d kept the expensive black lace stockings and suspender belt on though, and had admired her reflection in a large wall mirror during the act, looking damned good in black as she�d literally ridden a column of power.
This morning she was lying in bed pondering how to make her mark from the onset, when the doorbell rang.
Her lover of the previous night had left in the early hours so she slipped from the bed, pulling on a midnight blue silk wrap as she headed for the door.
Police Sergeant Harry Chapman had been outside the Mews since shortly after midnight, having been roused from his own bed by a phone call. His instructions were to have his new principle up north by noon, and there was a flight awaiting them at RAF Northolt. Having seen no signs of movement within the address he thought that now was as good a time as any to make introductions, and besides which he was bursting for a slash.
The woman who answered the door was probably even more attractive than her photographs indicated, but then the wild haired look will do that to a girl.
�Good morning Ms Foxten-Billings.� He held out his warrant card for her to examine. �I am Sergeant Chapman; I�m the skipper on your close protection team. We have instructions to get you on a flight that leaves in two hours from Northolt.�
Danyella looked him up and down, noting the creases in his suit and that he would need to shave before too long. She wasn�t impressed and didn�t give a damn that he and the rest of the officers had spent a cold uncomfortable night for her benefit.
She smiled coldly at him.
�Thank you, I will be ready in under an hour� is there anything else?�
Harry was slow on the uptake this morning, or he wouldn�t have asked if he could possibly use her lavatory.
Danyella�s smile remained fixed.
�And I suppose you wouldn�t object to using my kitchen to get a coffee for yourself and the boys while I�m getting ready?�
Harry smiled back gratefully.
�That would be very generous of you, thank you.� But his principle shut the door firmly in his face before he could take a step forward across the threshold.
The incident was dismissed from her mind as she began to get herself ready.
Her mind was busy, not with how she would measure up to the very critical job she now held, but with how to make the world know that she had arrived. She needed something big, something historic, but what?
She hadn�t been exaggerating when she had said she would be ready in so short a time. Her suitcases had been packed since word had arrived of St Reever�s demise. She needed only to shower, dress, and apply the minimum of make-up before she would summon the gun-toting oafs to fetch her bags.
Having turned on her shower she made herself a coffee and was heading back to the bathroom when she tripped on a jumbled pile of newspapers beside the door.
The previous day she had been forced to lean on the door, to force it open because of the weight of accumulated broadsheets and tabloids that lay below the letterbox. She had kicked them aside in a flurry of newsprint, and left them where they lay as she had been more concerned with looking good at the funeral, than with housekeeping, but now with annoyance she glared at the items whilst stripping off her coffee splashed wrap.
Her house mistress at Roedean would have been aghast at the utterances that emitted from Danyella�s mouth, but then Danyella stopped in mid-sentence and crouched down, studying an article that had caught her eye. The house in Wales had been too far from a newsagent for daily deliveries, and her news intake had been exclusively the television, she realised now she had missed all but the main news stories.
Gansu Province, China: 1351hrs, same day.
In what was normally one the most bleak and arid regions of the planet; the crisp white snow had given the mountains a picture postcard air. Richard Dewar paused to allow the single line of soldiers to close up, and took the opportunity to admire the surroundings, but it was a momentary event.
So far, since dropping into the high valley, they had covered a mere seven miles as the crow flies, but the majority of the daylight hours had been spent on a mainly vertical face that had one bitch of an overhang between the third and fourth belay�s. Major Dewar had led the climb with Corporal Alladay bringing up the rear and retrieving as many of their limited supply of pitons as he could.
Garfield Brooks and Shippey-Romhead joined the Royal Marine Major, breathing heavily as they trudged through the yard deep snow to his side. Richard was munching away on a chocolate bar when they reached him, and he broke off some cubes of the fruit and nut confectionary and handed them across.
�I wonder how many hundreds of years ago it last snowed here?� he asked them.
Garfield glanced around, they were on a narrow plateau with just a low ridge separating them from the valley beyond, and it looked to him what he thought a mountain range should look like.
�Isn�t this usual?�
Richard knew what the Green Beret was thinking.
�Not at this altitude, these are just the babies of the range, the big ones are further west� starting about forty or so miles off, they have permanent glaciers on the highest ones. I am a little worried by what a sudden thaw will do here; it could sweep a lot of accumulated loose earth and rock into the valleys so we could have landslides� and flash floods down below will be a nightmare.�
Neither of the other officers had given any thought to that aspect, the messed up weather patterns would have a knock-on effect that would have to be considered globally, for years to come.
�Have you thought why the Chinese built their sites here� apart from the security aspect of being in a remote area, and defensibility of course?�
�I guess that would be the geology and the weather, no earthquakes, volcanic activity, and no floods or snowfall to worry about.� Shippey-Romhead ventured.
�So if you were the commander of this region, and you saw what we are seeing� � Richard asked, �� What would you do?�
Garfield swore under his breath.
�I�d ship in a small army of labourers to do some emergency drainage construction, to prevent my missile sites from getting flooded out.�
Richard nodded in agreement. �Let�s hope they don�t get air transport priority, and this same weather has blocked the railway line further south, so they haven�t got here yet. Otherwise there could be a few thousand extra pairs of eyes about.�
Looking southwest Richard saw the horizon darkening. They still had three hours of daylight left, but he ordered everyone to start preparing for the night.
Garfield protested.
�We still have a few hours left; we can be halfway to the next valley floor in that time.�
�In under two hours� time we could be experiencing one bitch of a storm.� He inclined his head toward the low ridge, �We will have that to act as a windbreak, and if it has blown itself out by morning we can continue on� in the meantime I want all the guys preparing for a blow, and temperatures falling below minus twenty.�
Pratt Walk, London, SE11: 1428hrs, same day.
A large building of ugly 60�s design occupies the small street across the Lambeth Road from the official residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury, and the contrast is harsh.
The earliest parts of Lambeth Palace had been built in the 1400�s, Tudor times, on land where Christian churches have stood since 1062. High walls seal off its elegant gardens from the twenty first century, but from the balcony of the canteen that served the Metropolitan Police Forensic Laboratories, a glimpse of another world could be had, least ways in the winter it could, when the branches of the trees lining Lambeth Road were bare.
Dennis Roper wasn�t in the canteen; he rarely ate there, preferring instead the sandwiches his wife made for him each morning. He munched on them now at his workspace as he tried to make a dent in the backlog of work allotted to him.
Dennis�s job was comparing tool marks and footmarks found at crime scenes with those found at other scenes, and hopefully against arrest records, those �hits� made for good copy on clear-up reports. It was a job that required concentration but he had a computerised database with which to run his comparisons.
He hadn�t had any really tasty crimes to work on so far this week, just burglaries and auto crime, and he finished writing up the results of his search on tool marks from a council flat burglary, before lifting the next Form 5223 from the �Awaits� pile. On the form were written the notes, comments and brief circumstances by the SOCO, scene of crimes officer, who had attended the scene, but Dennis rarely gave those more than a quick glance.
This new job was a boot mark found at the scene of a burglary in Purley, at the premises of a chemist shop. It seems the burglar had trodden on a sheet of paper whilst carrying out an untidy search, probably for drugs Dennis mused.
Removing the sheet of paper in question from an exhibits bag that came with the SOCOs notes, Dennis scanned it into the memory, set the correct scale of the image, added the crime and job numbers, and began the search by identifying the make of footwear that used the shape of tread on the exhibit, and then the foot size. Petty thieves rarely wander far, and wear and tear constantly erodes the tread, so he set the search for a twenty-five mile radius and for the previous six months only.
Dennis pressed enter, and left something with a far bigger memory than his own to do the legwork whilst he finished his sandwiches and made himself a cup of tea using the department kettle in a side room, to wash down the cheese and pickle.
By the time he arrived back at his workspace, blowing on the surface of the hot beverage to cool it slightly, the search had been completed within the parameters he had set, so he was surprised to find the most likely �hit� had a reference to a police force several hundred miles outside the geographic parameters he had selected. Dennis was aware that high profile, serious or confidential cases could be �flagged in� to every database in the country, but this was the first time it had occurred on one of his jobs, and he was still thinking just that when the phone at his elbow began to ring.
Within walking distance of the forensic laboratories another equally unimposing building sits on the banks of the River Thames.
Tintagel House is the home of the people who police the police in London, although that organisations name changes every few years at the whim of whatever Home Secretary happens to be holding office. A10, CIB, MS15 are three of the former names of the organisation now known as the Department of Professional Standards. If any single element of the Metropolitan Police Service has reaped the benefits of information technology, it has to be DPS. Their facilities made them uniquely placed to alert the various interested parties should any fresh leads appear in the unsolved matter of the murder of four members of the police and security forces in Scotland; which is how they knew Dennis had found a match at the same moment he did.
The war had denuded the Met of virtually all of its military reservists, and until retired members of the service could be recalled to take up the slack, the Met would continue to suffer under manning in all areas, and so it was that shortly after 4pm a contingent of a half dozen detectives from SO15, the Metropolitan Police Counter Terrorist Command arrived in the office of Croydon�s burglary squad to take over the investigation of a smash and grab at a Purley chemists shop.
Pacific Ocean: 40� 20� N. 171� 33� E: 1724hrs, same day.
The crew of Her Majesty�s submarine Hood had quickly slipped back into their ultra-quiet regime, after the hurried turn around at Pearl and high speed run to get on station. Those who were not on watch either slept or lost themselves in the much thumbed pages of dog-eared paperbacks, as this was about the only form of recreation left open to them. All non-essential systems were shut down and this included the ships TV and DVD player, not that anyone in the crew could ever again watch one of the war films in the ships library in quite the same way as they had before. They had experienced war for themselves and found it far scarier, less melodramatic, and not at all glorious.
Conversations were conducted in hushed tones, not that it was necessary, but that was what the present atmosphere induced in the crew.
HMS Hood had left her homeport of Faslane almost four months before on a cruise that should have ended weeks ago. Her crews brief had been to look good and fly the flag in the former stamping grounds of the empire.
The old naval base at Singapore now served cruise ships, not men-o-war flying the white ensign, and the huge facilities in Hong Kong had been dismantled prior to the People�s Republic of China resuming ownership. The lack of a Union Flag flying in the Far East had affected arms sales and prompted the despatch of HMS Prince of Wales, Malta, Cuchullainn, the Hood and the necessary fleet support vessels. Their role had changed suddenly and they were now the sole surviving warship of that group.
The Petty Officers kept the men as busy as they could, giving the hands as little time as possible to dwell on events, but there was a limit to what could be polished and scrubbed, and those activities ceased once the Hood arrived in her patrol area.
The conversation in the vessels Ward Room was that of the war, their present mission, and the morale of the crew.
The captain was present, by invitation, because by the traditions of the Royal Navy the Ward Room is for the ships officers, not her captain.
Space is not something that is foremost in the minds of submarine designers, so even without the full complement of ships officers present, because half were on watch, it was rather cramped.
For many of her crew this had been their first taste of war, for others it had also been their first cruise.
It had come as a bit of a shock to the system for some, but on the whole the captain thought they had a crew to be proud of. He did of course think they had been lucky in that though.
�My first ship was HMS Plymouth, one of the old Leander class frigates,� the captain recalled. �My first cruise was the Falklands Task Force, a hell of an initiation that was.� He sipped at the tea a steward had set before him, remembering the Argentinean Sky Hawks defying the tracer and missiles to bomb the ships. His own frigate had a Bofors, world war two anti-aircraft technology manned by eighteen-year-old ratings that had been the highest single source of scorers against the fighter-bombers. Strange how their courage and motivation had not been universal.
�I remember being quite gob-smacked that anyone in the service would try to leave on the grounds that they hadn�t joined the navy to fight. Some did though when it became clear that we were going to war, and I remember some technicians refused to go ashore after the landings at San Carlos Water. They were radar bod's and never expected to be so close to the fighting, but at the end of the day they had made a commitment to their country in return for food, lodging, wages, training and a skilled job they could later use in civilian life, and then they welched on the deal.�
The First Lieutenant stirred his own tea.
�What were your feelings toward them at the time sir?�
�I was younger then, I would have thrown them over the side.�
His subordinate smiled. �And now that you are older and wiser, sir?�
The captain also smiled, looking around at each of the officers as he replied.
�Now that I am older, as the First Lieutenant has so kindly pointed out, and wiser in the ways that make for an efficient military unit, I�d shoot the gutless little shits in the knees before sending them over the rail.� The smile did not exist in the captain�s eyes; he knew that for the �lack of moral fibre� in one individual�s character, countless others could die. �Gentlemen� .� he continued. �� someone once said, �Courage is being the only one around who knows that you are afraid�. Now I don�t know who it was who said that, but he wasn�t a politician. We either have a crew who are very good at doing that, or a crew of psychopaths, and I know that I for one am not a fearless warrior, however, stresses and strains will wear anyone down, given time, so I want you all to keep an eye on the men.�
The conversation moved on to the intentions of the PRC, and the North Koreans, who had as yet to make an offensive move above mobilising the reserves. The captain held the opinion that they had not rolled south because China wanted their neighbour uncommitted militarily; a ready reserve and a flank guard for the PRC. Hood�s engineering officer had a different theory however. �Rumour has it that they have in recent years undergone a famine that wiped out millions, and now that they have called up the reserves there are too few left in rural areas to get the next harvest in. So if I were running things there, I wouldn�t want my army engaged elsewhere when the old brain washing breaks down and the populace say enough is enough.�
The engineer had little love for the North Koreans; his father had been in the 1st Battalion, Gloucestershire Regiment during the Korean War. That single battalion which had held the ridge above the Imjin River from 22nd April to 25th April 1951 against 27,000 Chinese troops. When the ammunition ran out the 589 survivors of a once 1000 strong unit, had dispersed into the countryside, to escape and evade its way south, but his father had not been one of the 63 who had made it back to friendly lines, he had the misfortune of being captured by the North Koreans, rather than the Chinese.
In the engineer�s opinion, anything bad that happened to a people who had tortured his father to death had to be a good thing.
A steward brought in cold cuts and sandwiches, the same fare that the rest of the crew were eating today, but the meal was interrupted by the captain being summoned to the control room.
HMS Hood was on the trail of the Xia.
Russia: 0730hrs 17th April.
In a drab and colourless neighbourhood of Moscow, the description of which quite frankly mirrored ninety percent of that capital, a worried young man awoke after too little quality sleep, and too much cheap vodka.
Computer audits were unannounced events within the KGB, and something like volcanoes or earthquakes by their indiscriminate nature. Nobody, no matter what their rank or standing was immune to their effects. They had access to all areas of a departments systems, even the files on politburo members while they were checked for who had accessed them, and when.
For Udi, the dreaded audits had become the next Kyoto quake in that it was not so much imminent as much as according to predictions it was overdue.
He crawled out from under the covers, shivering in the frigid air as he fumbled with the single bar electric fire that served as his apartment�s sole dedicated source of heating.
There was less of a chill in the air of the other room, owing to the warmth emitted by an impressive computer set-up. Udi as a rule kept his system running for no more than six hours a day, more than that and his electricity bill made inroads into his less than generous wages, he was dreading the next one.
Only by uninstalling a large number of other programs, had Udi Timoskova been able to free up enough memory for his system to filter out the jamming on the disc. It had taken three days just to obtain the images he now had, and the quality was not the best.
So far he had blurry and distorted visuals of the dachas hallway, and no sound at all. He would leave the program running on the hallway and stairs download, before moving on to the upstairs room.
The only way he could do this was in stages, images first and then the sound, until he had a crystal clear article, and could see everything, and hear every word that been spoken in the dacha that night. He did not dare approach his boss with anything less, but time had to be running out before the unreported jamming that night was discovered, and when that happened Udi had better be ready.
Udi went to the bathroom and grimaced at the man that stared back at him, his skin looked almost grey. Running some water he quickly washed and shaved before pulling on some clothes, breakfast would have to wait until he got to work.
Leaving the program running, Udi put on his coat and left, carefully locking up behind him.
Arkansas Valley, Nebraska, USA: 1300hrs, same day.
Admiral Gee, his aides and the President�s advisors stood as the chief executive entered. The relocation from Haddon�s Rock had been difficult, due to a broken helicopter, which had delayed occupation of this new site by almost twenty-four hours. However, the President had gotten to walk in the sunlight and breathe fresh, unfiltered air for the first time in weeks whilst awaiting a replacement aircraft to pluck him and his Secret Service detail from the midst of a curious, yet patently un-awed field full of dairy cattle.
The President had not been out of contact with the chain of command, he knew that the convoy had survived the night but not the details; this meeting was to bring him back up to speed.
�Sit down please ladies and gents.� He noticed a face that he had not seen since before the outbreak of hostilities, that of the FBI Director and he wondered what had brought Ben Dupre all the way out here.
Crossing to his own seat he paused and addressed the admiral.
�Don�t get me wrong Admiral, I think you are doing a stand up job� but where the hell is Henry Shaw?�
�Sir, he is still meeting with the various general staffs of the NATO countries.�
The president grunted.
�Getting his boots muddy and playing rifleman is more like. I want him back here in forty-eight hours at the latest, and no excuses Admiral.�
�I�ll see he gets the message, Mister President.�
Taking his seat he allowed Gee to open the brief on events in Europe.
�Mister President, in another thirty-six hours the convoy will begin arriving at the channel ports, and unloading its supplies and the four armoured divisions of 4th Corps.�
�We lose any?�
�Of merchantmen, not a one Mister President. Conrad Mann foxed the Sov�s. While they beat on his warships, thinking it was the whole convoy, the merchant ships and their skeleton screen reached the air umbrella.�
Good news seemed to be a rarity these days and a broad smile spread its way across the President�s face.
�Well hooray for us, it�s about damn time something went right!�
The faces around the table reflected his own lifted spirits, all except that of the admiral who was attempting to keep his face neutral. It wasn�t that he wanted to keep from smiling, quite the opposite in fact, because the captain of the USS Gallishere had been the only child of Zachary and Isabella Gee.
The admiral continued once the Presidents� exuberance had dissipated.
�We took heavy losses amongst the warships during the main attacks, an Aegis cruiser, three destroyers and six frigates. Then we lost a second Aegis in the early hours; USS Anzio had been badly damaged in the main action and was later torpedoed during the night. The USS Gerald Ford was damaged in a collision with another of our ships and as result can only make fifteen knots due to damage to her bows. In addition to the carrier, we have a half dozen destroyers and frigates in need of repair before they can again put to sea. The Gerald Ford herself will require the services of a dry dock.� He pushed across the table a list, naming all the vessels lost or damaged, and the numbers of crewmen killed, wounded and missing.
The President�s brow furrowed as he read, but at last looked up questioningly.
�The missing crew, they number about three quarters of the total casualty list?�
The fact that a warship was seen by many eyes to blow up, was not sufficient in itself to list her ships complement as killed, they became numbered amongst the missing until absolute proof showed otherwise.
�Yes Mister President, the ships were under orders not to stop to pick up survivors� to do so would have been to invite disaster upon the remainder.�
The President looked at the number of those missing.
�Can we not mount a search and rescue mission?�
Any search and rescue attempt would be a shadow of that which could be mounted in peacetime and such was the nature of modern warfare that few vessels had been able to launch life rafts. Most of the men and women who had gone into the water did so in only what they were wearing at the time, and that water was damn cold. Without some means of staving off the ice cold of the Atlantic most would have survived for a half hour at the very most, but that was not what the President wanted to hear.
�Yes, Mister President.� Admiral Gee answered. �We can try.�
The President was tempted to ask for details, but part of him did not want to know the reality of what must be a limited effort.
�Okay, let�s move on to Germany, what is the current situation?�
The answers he received wiped away the elation of the convoy�s success, the Elbe line was holding, barely.
NATOs firebreak, the Dutch 2nd Armoured Brigade, US 4th Mechanised Brigade, 2 REP, the French Foreign Legion paratroopers, Britain�s 40 and 44 Commando and finally 3(UK) Mechanised Brigade, were in various stages of preparing defensive positions behind the main NATO line. It was the last line of any real substance between the Elbe and the channel, but manned by battered, war weary units, and those relatively fresh, well trained units, but ill equipped for the task expected of them.
SACEUR had taken a gamble on the convoy getting through intact as regards his remaining ammunition stocks. A more cautious commander would have begun rationing ammunition more stringently a week ago, particularly artillery and tank rounds.
The upshot was that the sooner fresh troops, equipment and supplies arrived, the better.
The admiral�s updates on Equalizer and Guillotine were not mentioned, those were for the ears of a very select, and trusted few, once the remainder of the staff was absent, but there were still other items to be gone over before the end of this session, and that happened.
An hour and a half later, Ben Dupre briefed the president on the event that had brought him from his temporary headquarters.
�Mister President, you will recall that you wanted to be kept informed about the investigation into the murder of Scott Tafler in Scotland, well I am here to inform you, and Terry of course, that the British police have picked up the trail of the culprits.�
He hadn�t had the chance to speak to Terry Jones before the meeting, and now the CIA Director sat upright. Scott Tafler had been one of his own, and the killing of one of its operatives was something the CIA never forgave, and never ever forgot.
�A day and a half after the murder of Scott, Major Bedonavich and the two British police officers, a break-in took place at a chemist shop� that�s a pharmacy to you and me. The pharmacy was at a place called Purley on the southern outskirts of London, some four hundred and fifty miles from the crime scene. There were a lot of footprints in the snow up in Scotland, and the British police got a match on one of them at the pharmacy. It seems someone wanted sterile dressings, painkillers, and antibiotics.�
�Well we knew the killers didn�t have everything their own way, at least two were wounded weren�t they?�
Ben nodded.
�Yes sir, two were killed at the safe house and the bodies abandoned. There were two separate blood trails, one of those turned up dead in a torched vehicle that they had used.�
The president let that sink in, before asking.
�So how strong is the lead, and is there anything we can do to help?�
�Well sir, a lot of the British police have exchanged their blue uniforms for green ones which is why it has taken so long for the link to be made. However, their SO15 people took over the Purley investigation, seized CCTV tapes from every shop camera around, got one of the guy leaving the pharmacy from a newsagents security camera across the street, and found another with the same guy filling up at a gas station a half hour before, so they got the cars plates. It�s a rental and hasn�t been returned yet� Terry Jones was leaning forward, focused completely on the FBI Directors words.
�London, well Central London to be exact, has a fairly unique system of logging all vehicles that enter, and it is not part of the law enforcement organisation.�
�That would be the traffic congestion set up they have.� Interjected an aide. �People having to pay an extra tax for the privilege of getting to work on time.�
The FBI Director shot the speaker a �thanks for the input, now shut up� look, before continuing.
�The locals made enquiries and struck it lucky. In order to enter the congestion zone a vehicle has to be registered, and this car is indeed registered, unfortunately to a vacant lot in Cambridge� however, the car has entered and left the city on the same day each week for the last three.�
Terry would put money on the car driving past several locations significant only to the driver and some contact in the city, looking for signals, a chalk mark on a lamppost or something equally as innocuous to Joe Public. The signal would be to prompt another action, such as visiting a dead letter drop for further instructions. But Terry did not concern himself with the marks possible portent, something in Dupre�s voice told Terry Jones that the cars next expected visit was imminent.
�When is it due next?�
�Tomorrow, and the Brits have something set up but I don�t have the details.�
Terry grunted, whatever the Brits did was fine by him so long as they didn�t screw up.
�Do they have a contingency for a no-show?�
�Those plates have now been programmed into their ANPR system, automatic number plate readers in police cars and beside roads. Every officer has been told it is a stolen vehicle but that it must not be approached, just sighting reports called in.� Ben looked around the table. �The police commissioner in London wants those guys so bad he can almost taste them, they�ll find them alright.�
Once the meeting had broken up and only the president, Terry Jones and Admiral Gee remained in the room, the Secret Service secured the doors ensuring that there was no one to overhear the next items on the president�s agenda.
Instead of prompting the admiral to begin, the president looked at the officer closely, his gaze softening. He had seen the name of a Captain Andrew Gee�s ship on the list, and knew enough about his staff to know what it meant.
�How is Isabella taking it, Zach?�
�I would like to say as well as can be expected, but she has taken it hard, sir. She is at her sisters, so it�s not as if she is alone.�
The president was quite for a moment. �I�m letting you go Zach, General Carmine is the next senior, and he can hold the fort until Henry gets back. I want you to send for him once this meeting is over, and once you get to your sister-in-laws I want you to call me on my personal number, ok?�
Zachary Gee merely nodded.
�Is he in on our special projects?�
�No Mister President, I will brief him once he gets here from the alternate site.�
�Very well, then let us proceed.�
Admiral Gee produced a disc from an inside pocket of his jacket, placing it in a drive on the table before him and brought up the north Pacific on the plasma screen.
�You will be aware that General Shaw had misgivings over the chances of such a complex plan succeeding, too many factors reliant on each other for it all to work as desired� well happily sir, it is a case of so far so good.�
The screen showed the locations of all the units involved in the hunt for the PRC boomer, the Xia, or at least their positions as of three hours before.
�HMS Hood picked up a scent about eighteen hours ago and spent six hours firming it up before breaking contact to report. They sent us pump noises on the data link that they did not have on their database and one of the queries was whether not it was one of our boats.�
Part of the intelligence shared amongst NATO navies was the acoustic signature of their own vessels, and those gathered by their sources, usually submarines or remote hydrophone sensors, of non-members vessels. The president knew this, and he knew that the US Navy had several hours� worth of audio of every single vessel on the PRCs inventory, so he was wondering why the Brits needed clarification. Perhaps, he thought, the intelligence was not flowing as it should do to those that needed it, but what Admiral Gee said over the next few minutes made his jaw set.
�The Peoples Republic is not much into research and development, and even less into innovation. They tend to let someone else do that and then they steal it, or at they least try to.� Zach Gee tapped a key and the north Pacific disappeared from the plasma screen, to be replaced by a visual of what the British attack submarine had heard. It resembled that which many a TV viewer has seen during tense moments during a hospital soap drama, the thin green, horizontal line that depicted the heartbeat of the subject in its peaks and troughs. What the President was seeing however, was the acoustic signature of a pump in a submarines nuclear power plant.
�Pretty quiet, huh?� Admiral Gee spoke as if addressing someone who knew the significance of what was on the screen.
�I�ll have to take your word for it Admiral.�
�We have identified the attack boat riding shotgun to the Xia by process of elimination.� The Admiral went on. �She is the Chuntian, the �Spring�, named after the season, and both she and the Xia were in port for several months before the war kicked off. On their previous voyage though, the USS Seawolf tracked �em every step of the way, and this was the signatures each gave off.� Zach pressed another key.
Below the first undulating line, two more appeared and beside each was the name of the vessel that had produced them. Even the President could see that the lines were �rougher�, their peaks and troughs more pronounced.
�I think Admiral that you have another example ready to show me, and it will not only be one our vessels but it will also resemble the first signature you put up?�
The admiral nodded.
�Actually it�s even quieter, but what you are seeing there is a leap forwards in pump technology of ten to twelve years by the Chinese, because that first signature is not from any friendly vessel.�
�They stole it from us.�
�More likely they stole the design, or one of ours sold them the specs.� Zach stated before going on. �If one of our pumps had gone missing then we�d know about it, we don�t exactly have store rooms full of them just waiting for one to get jacked. They are frighteningly expensive and also it takes more than a set of blue prints to replicate. The alloys and materials that go into them are exceedingly specialised and some could be classed as exotic.� The Admirals finger tapped once more and the USS Seawolf�s acoustic signature appeared and it was indeed at least two steps closer to a flat line.
�What they are using is a pirate copy.�
�Do we know which submarine Hood heard?�
�No Mister President, but whichever one it is, the other one is sure to be somewhere nearby.�
This was positive stuff for the President, and something he needed to ward off the gloom that was threatening not only his dreams, but his waking hours too.
�Okay, is the Hood back on the trail?�
�Yes sir, and the Dallas, Albuquerque and San Juan are heading in to the area from the neighbouring sectors.�
The President had a few questions before the situation was totally clear in his mind as to what their next actions would be, and then the briefing moved on to mainland China.
�Equalisers land effort is currently stalled by a storm front, but once that passes and the troops can get moving again they may have an added complication, one which was not considered at the time the plan was put together.� Zach Gee handed across a copy of Richard Dewar�s last message. After reading it the message was passed back.
�I have already been briefed on our lack of intelligence assets in that region of the country, is there any way of knowing if an army of peasants will be swarming over the mountains when Dewar arrives?�
�No, and any effort to do so could alert the PRC.�
The news from Russia more than made up for that from China, and the president left his seat to peer at the hiding place of the man who had started this war.
�If I had been asked which was least likely to work I would have said Guillotine, but Miss Vorsoff seems to be every bit as capable as Scott Tafler predicted, God rest his soul.�
�I take it that she has not yet been informed yet of events at the safe house in Scotland?�
�No, Admiral.� The president answered. �I cannot see that such knowledge would in any way assist her, on her present mission.�
Vormundberg, Germany: 1516hrs, same day.
Vormundberg, or Guardian Hill in English, was not the kind of geographic feature that would have inspired Wagner. It lacked oppressive, grey granite walls and its sides, though steep, did not fall into the category of cliff-like; in short, no self-respecting Valkyrie would have chosen it as the site for an eerie.
At some time in the distant past it had been de-forested and a small settlement had occupied its top, but nature had repossessed the feature when the former occupants disappeared into the mists of time and spruce trees covered its slopes and crest again.
Following the strikes on Helmstedt with fuel air weapons, 3(UK) Mechanised Brigade had turned its back on the town, leaving its occupation to local forces and moving to occupy an area of ground which included the cigar shaped feature.
Pat Reed�s FV435 had churned its way through dirty coloured slush and mud, to the site of the battalion CP. A thaw had set in as suddenly as had the previous unseasonable snow, so the countryside had altered from virginal white to a damp, depressing mix of browns. A fine drizzly rain fell from low clouds, whose base hung just above the hills topmost trees, which at least offered some protection against air attack whilst it lasted, now they were again closer to the front. It did nothing however to lift the spirits of troops bone tired, both physically and mentally.
The COs notebook was full of the details of how his unit would defend the ground here, and how the brigades artillery, ground and air assets were to be shared. At the brigade commanders O Group he had bitten down the exasperation of learning the previous days workable plan had been replaced with another, one less favourable to his unit.
That hadn�t been the only item to cause him annoyance, the other infantry battalions were receiving twice the number of replacements that his was, and all his recommendations for bravery awards had been disapproved. Not so much as a mention in despatches for a single Guardsman had been granted, and had that been the case for every other regiment then he could have lived with it, but the gallantry of other battalion�s soldiers within the brigade and elsewhere certainly was being recognised. He didn�t begrudge a single one of the awards he had heard about today from the other COs, but he had approached the brigade commander who had been unable to shed any light on decisions on the 1CG men, but whom however had promised to make enquiries into the matter.
Exiting his vehicle he looked toward the nearest Challenger fighting position, the Royal Engineers who had been tasked with its construction were already packing up, the job only half done, and preparing to move their JCBs and mechanical trench diggers the six miles to 40 Commando RMs turf and assist them instead. There was logic to it, Pat allowed, the Royal Marines had arrived only ten hours before and had a way to go before the ground assigned them reached the degree of defensibility its commander desired. Pat knew that the Marines hadn�t been sat on their hands in Norway, but dug in ready to repel an invasion from over the border. However, his own men had been in action every single day since the start of the war, and with the tanks out to the north screening the position whilst it was being prepared, the infantrymen would have to forego rest in order to complete the engineers tasks here by hand.
The mud squelched underfoot as he headed to where he knew his officers were assembled to receive their own orders from himself, but he stopped and turned to survey the area. Two riflemen were visible coming downhill through the trees, walking parallel to a muddy and much trodden footpath. Pat looked elsewhere and saw fresh track and tyre marks winding between tree trunks, and felt a spike of annoyance.
�Sarn�t Major!�
The angry bellow brought Arnie Moore from where he had been toiling with the drivers, orderlies and off watch signallers to complete the CP bunker.
�Sir?�
The CO was standing with hands on hips and apparently not about to shout across whatever had pissed him off, so the American paratrooper ducked back inside to re-emerge with personal weapon in one large fist and entrenching tool reattached to his fighting order, which he pulled on as he trotted down the slope to the Coldstream Guards CO.
�The track plan Sarn�t Major, is not being adhered to.�
No matter how skilfully the individual positions were camouflaged and concealed, and no matter how diligently signals security was applied, the unmistakable signs of human and vehicular traffic could undo it all. The only way to minimise such indications was to enforce the use of prescribed routes, and these had been given out following the locations initial recce prior to its occupation.
Arnie followed the Commanding Officers gaze and cursed to himself. They were all so damned tired that things were starting to slip, and he should not have had this particular lapse in discipline brought to his attention by the CO of all people.
�Right sir, I�m on it.�
Pat stalked off to the O Group, leaving the American to get it sorted.
Arnie headed for the nearest company location to breathe fire and brimstone on the NCOs, he could have taken a vehicle, following the correct tracks of course, but by going on foot he would see any other problems he might otherwise miss, and turning up unexpectedly would in itself remind everyone to stay on the ball.
He was just a few metres from 1 Platoons CP trench before Oz spotted him.
�Hide the grot mags and the still Colin, colonial approaching at our six!�
�Cut the shit sergeant, I�m here on official business.� Arnie drawled. �And I haven�t seen a decent porn mag amongst any of your guys.�
Colin backed out of the newly completed shelter bay and stood with a groan born of several hours digging, but the smile was as sincere as the extended, though grubby hand. �What did I hear Oz, he�s returning your light reading material and re-stocking the cocktail cabinet?�
�No such luck, just grumbling about there being no Hustlers �Barely a Ewe�. Typical country boy.�
Arnie gave Sergeant Osgood the finger and squatted down. �I just got a minor ass singeing from the CO over non-compliance with the track plan.�
Colin slopped some water into a his metal mug, added to it with some from Oz�s water bottle and Arnie dutifully handed over his own, payment for his share of the brew.
�Tea or coffee?� Colin asked.
�You always ask me that, and the answers the same as always.�
Colin gave him a malicious grin. �Tough shit, we�re out of coffee so you can have a civilised drink for once in your heathen life.� He lit a solid fuel tablet and placed it on the small folding stove. �I�ll get the section commanders together and read the riot act, but you know the underlying reason the same as I do?�
�The boys need a break.� Arnie answered.
�We all need a break!� Oz muttered as he carefully rolled long strips of turf back over the spoil that formed the overhead protection of the shelter bays roof.
Arnie let him complete the task before frowning critically.
If there was anything Sgt Osgood knew about, it was field engineering with pick and shovel, so he was instantly defensive when he noticed the American�s expression. �What?�
Arnie jumped into the fire bay before sticking his head inside the shelter bay for a brief look, and then kicking the trench wall like a prospective buyer tapping the tyres of a used car with a toecap. Finally he shook his head and clambered out of the trench.
�You�re going to have to fill it in and start again, guys.�
Colin caught the wink Arnie gave him and settled back to watch Oz take the bait.
�No we won�t!� indignantly challenging the American as if he had been asked to perform an indecent act, Oz stood up and looked for any obvious faults in its construction.
�It�s a bloody good trench that is, solid built and well cammed, with good arcs of fire!�
Arnie shook his head sympathetically.
�It�s facing in the wrong direction Sarn�t Osgood, and as for the shelter bay entrance, well� � Like an art critic rubbishing a piece of work for reasons he felt should be obvious, he threw up his arms in despair.
Oz was incredulous.
�Waddaya mean its facing the wrong direction?� striding around to stand beside Arnie he peered at the scene north. �And what�s this shit about the entrance� where else would ya put it, ya soft twat!�
�It coddles the negative energy and deters the positive� � Arnie ducked to avoid the Geordies backhand blow.
�You Texican wanker� you had me going, there!�
Colin removed a sachet of non-dairy whitening and then replaced it in his webbing; fishing into the depths of his bergen for a small can of Nestles evaporated milk instead. They needed a treat under the circumstances, he decided.
The field telephone at the end of the firebay buzzed and Colin lifted the handset, listening for a moment before replacing it with a grunt. He tugged on a length of communications cord and when a face appeared over the parapet of the nearest trench to theirs he laid a pair of extended fingers against his left bicep, summoning the section commander who resided in that fighting position. When the Lance Corporal arrived Colin nodded downhill. �The Q Blokes got a ration and ammo replen, take four blokes and play grocer, Corporal Bethers.�
The NCO doubled away and Colin shouted after him. �And follow the track plan!�
The water came to a boil and Colin served up a mug of strong, sweet tea, NATO style, which was handed around the trio while they talked over local issues.
L/Cpl Bethers and his fatigue party came and went, dropping off grenades, smoke, shermoulies, small arms ammunition, compo and topping up their water bottles from a jerry can.
Colin had started smoking again a week before, which made the three of them in deep trouble once their wives found out, unless of course they could break the habit before crossing the thresholds of their various homes once more. He lit up a cigarette and took a drag on it, enjoying the sensation.
�Two�s up.� Arnie said, the British Army slang came naturally to him now, and Colin passed it across, sharing as requested.
The explosion came as the American exhaled and was in the process of passing the �fag� to Oz. The cigarette went spinning away as he rolled over the parapet to join the two Guardsmen now crouching down at the bottom of the firebay.
Screaming came from over to their left along with desperate shouts of �Medic!� but there were no further detonations.
Arnie and Oz left the trench, crawling rapidly over the muddy earth toward the cries for help whilst Colin yelled for the platoon to stand-to.
All about the area weapons were cocked and shouts echoed the CSMs order to stand-to. It was a time of confusion, when no one knew what the hell was going on but all wanted to. In answer to Colin Probert�s call for a medic to the company CP by field telephone, he immediately received a demand for information on the cause of the explosion, was it an attack, was it a mine or a booby trap? But all he could say in reply was to �wait out�.
This was the part of a platoon commander�s job that he liked the least, relying on others to do what his instincts urged him to do, find the problem and report back.
It could have been no more than a minute or so before one of L/Cpl Bethers fatigue men sprinted over to him, but it seemed an age. The young Guardsman was not one of the original battalion and had seen little blood and gore up to that moment. He was breathless as he arrived, his face pale having seen the first most terrible thing to occur in his eighteen years.
�Sir, its Robertson and Aldridge� a grenade went off, we�d just replened them and something must have gone wrong� the RSM and Sarn�t Osgood is workin� on Robbo, but Aldridge is, is� ..!�
Colin�s stomach sank at the names of the Tyne and Weir romantics, and cutting him short he ordered him into the trench to stand by the field phone. Robertson and Aldridge were members of a group at risk of becoming an endangered species, the original members of the battalion.
Hauling himself out of the trench he grabbed up his rifle and left at a run. He could see a cluster of men bent over watching something, and as he drew near he snarled at them to do as they�d been damn well told and stand to. They scattered away to their own trenches and Colin reached the object of their interest.
The smell of high explosive hung in the air about the fighting position. Torn and ripped sandbags that had lined the parapet of the trenches firebay lay scattered about, the contents bleeding out into the wet ground. The leaves of bushes that had provided the natural cover growing around the position were splashed with blood, and something red and pink, wrapped in shredded camouflage material, was draped over the branch of a tree just behind the trench.
Robertson had been pulled from the trench and laid on the ground beside it so that he could be worked on. L/Cpl Bethers was elevating the remains of what had been an arm, and pressing down hard as he applied a field dressing to the end of the foreshortened limb. The dressing had already reached its limit, it was bright red and blood fell from it at a steady rate.
Oz was knelt down applying a dressing to Robertson�s chest, and it too was soaked with arterial blood. Discarded wound dressing wrappers littered the muddy ground around the young soldier, ground that wore a growing dark stain.
Stepping up to Bethers side, Colin put the heel of his boot in Robertson�s armpit, and bore down on it to compress the artery that had been severed further along, above the soldiers elbow.
It had to have hurt, and Colin looked at his Guardsman intending to speak some words of reassurance, but Robertson�s lower jaw, nose, eyes and most of the soft tissue of his face were missing. What remained showed no visible reaction.
Arnie arrived back at a sprint, having gone for more dressings and encountered the medical officer already enroute. A pair of the battalion medics accompanied the officer with a stretcher and Bergens loaded with the tools of their trade. A medic relieved Colin and Bethers of their task with the pressure point and wound, and the Warrant Officer with nothing else he could do to save his soldier tried to discover what had happened in the first place.
The three remaining Guardsmen of Bethers replenishment party were with their small stock of stores at the next trench, where the trio lay in all round defence. Hand signals summoned one of the Guardsmen to his side, where Colin spoke to the rifleman briefly before sending him to the company commanders CP with a sitrep.
�Okay Corporal, any ideas as to what happened?�
Aged only twenty, L/Cpl Bethers had that jump on maturity that servicemen possess, and which is absent from civilians of the same age group. He already had an opinion as to what had occurred after Aldridge and Robertson had been resupplied.
�Sir, we gave them the same as we gave you. A hundred rounds of ball, fifty linked, one shermouli, one smoke, one frag and its fuse assembly, their water and rat packs.� He nodded towards the body. �Aldridge was like a zombie, all fingers and thumbs, and he dropped the body of the frag when he was trying to screw the fuse in.�
Colin stepped to the edge of the trench and looked down, the sight that met him was not pleasant, but Bethers was still talking.
�I bollocked him and told him to clean it before trying again, and then we moved on to Chedrick and Pitchman�s hole.�
Colin could picture it in his mind�s eye; the body of the grenade landing in the mud at the bottom of the trench, the tired Aldridge squatting down, retrieving it and only doing half a job of ensuring the fuse chamber was cleaned of the dirt. It was dark down there so he wouldn�t have been able to see the muck that had got inside, instead of standing up in the light to check it properly. The assembly would have met resistance as he tried to screw it in, but the tired brain would just command the hands and fingers to apply more pressure.
Fulminate of mercury demands respect and care, and the weary soldier in trying to force the fuse that it contained had lacked those qualities at that particular moment. It had gone off, setting off the explosive in the main body of the grenade.
�Should I have hung around to make sure he did it properly, sir?�
Colin turned and waved to the rest of the fatigue party, calling them over before he answered.
�No Corporal, they were trained soldiers not recruits, it wasn�t your fault, ok?�
Bethers did not look relieved, but nodded in acceptance of his platoon commanders words.
After five minutes hard work in trying to stabilize the horribly wounded young man, the MO finally stopped what he was doing and used a scalpel to cut free the I.D tags hung about Robertson�s neck and handed them to Oz, who left the bloody dressing he had been applying and wiped the gore from the metal discs, before picking up his own SLR and walking back to the trench he shared with Colin. He didn�t look around or speak to anyone; he just left the scene of tragic death, not trusting himself to do anything else for a while.
Arnie Moore watched him go, then turned on his heel and headed for the next platoon location. The only way to curb the carelessness that had started to creep in was not with happy-clappy, beanbag sessions, but by some old fashioned, down to earth discipline. It was the job of the NCOs to lay into their blokes whenever they witnessed it, and that wasn�t happening so Arnie was off to kick some ass, and ensure it started.
Robertson had been taken away by stretcher, and Colin was supervising the removal of Aldridge and the scattered body parts when Ray Tessler, 1 Company�s CSM arrived. All the company commanders were at the COs O Group so he was holding the fort. By rights the company should have had a captain as the 2 i/c, but their last one was now OC of 3 Company and therefore Ray Tessler was mister two-hats.
There had been too many casualties and too few replacements coming in, resulting in the next man in line taking over as the command structure was thinned out by enemy action.
One of the platoons in 4 Company had only two lance corporals remaining of its NCO compliment, and one of those was now the acting platoon commander. He wouldn�t hold the post for very long, only until the CO had reshuffled his remaining officers, warrant officers and senior NCOs to fill the slots. Which was one of the items on the agenda at today�s O Group.
Colin had liked both Robertson and Aldridge, two young men so typical of the Geordies and Yorkshiremen that made up the Coldstream Guards, but he now filed away not so much their memories, as their personalities. If he lived to see another Remembrance Sunday then he would allow them out, the two youngsters who had fantasised over hot tub orgies with lovely pop stars whilst they awaited the war to come to them. They would be allowed out with the others Colin had once soldiered with, shared a pint with, food and laughter, along with the good and bad times that went with army life, both on or off operations. For now though, they were shut away as he and Ray retrieved their weapons, ammunition and equipment, ready for collection by the company quartermaster sergeant to clean and re-issue. Their personal effects would be separated and then passed down the line to RHQ in London, for onward transmission to the young men�s families.
Paris, France: 1648hrs, same day.
The man who emerged from the doorway of a small hotel in Rue Des Abesses, in the Montmartre area of the French capital, was someone who was an almost unknown outside of the military circles in his own country, and he looked slightly uncomfortable wearing local civilian attire. As he disappeared into the crowds a man and a woman stepped from the same hotel entrance and immediately separated, each taking a different direction.
Over a period of twenty minutes a total of thirteen individuals left the one star hotel, but only one of these was a French national.
It went unnoticed by the local police or SDECE, the French Intelligence Service, and there were no longer any tourists to accidentally snap them as they disappeared as surreptitiously as they had arrived six hours before.
Moscow, Russia: 1755hrs, same day.
Udi�s day had been fairly crappy on the whole. The workday started with his section head almost giving him a heart attack by summonsing him to his office. Udi had barely arrived and was in the act of removing his topcoat when the tap on the shoulder had come.
Fearing the worst and desperately trying to formulate a speech in his head to explain his failing to report the jamming that night, he had knocked on the office door.
He had almost laughed when he was told the reason for his presence in the office, the head of department�s birthday was approaching and his boss had elected Udi to organise a collection amongst his colleagues, and then to purchase a suitable gift.
His shift had passed by slowly, with the weary Udi clock watching the whole time. There were no surveillance devices for him to plant that day and so he monitored those that were already in place.
When the minute hand reached the hour he had joined the rest of his shift in a restrained scramble for coats and headed home.
The running program was the first thing he checked after reaching his flat and locking the door behind him.
The program for the section of the hallway and stairs had been cleaned up in the preceding hours he had been at work, and it also seemed that he might have sound for this segment also.
Udi removed his coat and tossed it toward an armchair before sitting before the terminal and playing the segment. The first thirty seconds showed him nothing that had not been present before the jamming had begun, and then he heard the dachas door open. Having psyched himself up for the appearance of a man he was surprised when a female appeared.
The surveillance device was sited close to the power cables that served the outside light over the dachas main door, a position where the magnetic field given off by the cable would run interference with any counter surveillance device during a casual sweep. As such he could see only the back of the woman who did not turn as she closed the door, shutting it instead with a backward shove of a hand. That simple act is one associated with familiarity, the act of someone who had been to that dacha on more than a few occasions, but the tired Udi did not pick up on that fact.
He had not noticed the �post it� on the banister rail until the female peeled it off to read it, and Udi stopped the segment to take a still, a vidcap of the moment when it was square on. He paused the program there in order to enlarge and enhance the note, but was disappointed to see it merely read �Spare room�.
The innocuous content failed to elude to the purpose of the gathering, and the simple instruction also failed to register on him that this was no stranger to them there parts, this person knew where the room was. But even had Udi cottoned on, what happened next would have taken its place in his brains list of priorities.
The woman climbed the stairs as instructed and opened the first door at the top of the stairs, disappearing inside, the door being closed firmly behind her with an ominous bang.
For several minutes Udi sat motionless before the terminal, and then his shoulders began to shake with laughter tinged by frayed nerves, before turning to self-pitying sobs. There was no evidence yet of a secret meeting, no conspiracy and no covert plot to justify his actions. The data at the centre from that night, data that still bore the man-made interference, would be blamed on him and that would be the end of Udi Timoskova.
Leaving the room for his rumpled bed Udi plucked a half full bottle of vodka from off the floor and on un-screwing its top he let it fall. Taking a long pull on the harsh spirit he curled into a ball, tears coursing down his face and nursing the bottle in arms wrapped defensively about himself, the picture of abject misery.
Oblivious to the moods of its owner the computer set-up in the other room hummed on, slowly stripping away the layers of interference on the remainder of the download.
Windermere, Cumbria, UK: 2000hrs, same day.
Harry Chapman shivered as he watched the cold wind stir the surface of the lake. Beyond the expanse of water, Langdale Pikes sat ominously, its heights visible only as a darker mass against the backdrop of the night sky.
Hunching his shoulders he turned his back on a view that matched the gloominess of his mood and gazed up at the three hundred year old Low Wood Hotel, sat close to the shore of Lake Windermere.
There was little traffic on the A591, the road that separated the hotel from the lakeside, just the odd car driving along the north side of the lake toward Ambleside and Coniston, or back into the town.
His hands were thrust deep inside the pockets of his thick coat, and a casual observer would have thought he was muttering to himself.
�All stations this is One, signals check.�
�Two, R Five.�
�Three, R Five.�
�Four, R Five.�
Satisfied that the short-range body sets they all wore were still functioning, he asked the officer eating at a single table within the hotel dining room how things were progressing with their principle and her guest.
�Two this is One, sitrep?�
Using the act of sipping tea to mask the act of speaking, Constable �Paddy� Singh of the Metropolitan Police, Diplomatic Protection Group let a waitress pass his table before replying.
�Ice Queen sent back her soup because it was too hot, and the galloping major is making disparaging remarks to the wine waiter about the quality of the cellar here.�
Harry thought that the atmosphere in the dining room was probably colder than it was out here in the open.
�Bet you a fiver that after all that, the pretentious little prick chooses a bottle that costs less than thirty quid.�
Sergeant Chapman was going to lose his bet though, as Major Manson, Coldstream Guards sent away the waiter to fetch a bottle of 1990 Nuits St. Georges, which with corkage set him back �132 and change.
�Okay, so he knows his wine, and has a few bob.�
�He may have a few sheckles to spare sarge, but he�s describing it as one of the good clarets from the southern slopes of the valley.�
�Yeah, and?� Harry�s wine was usually bought from the local off licence, although he preferred a pint of real ale. �So is it from another slope?�
�Don�t be daft sarge, it�s a Burgundy.�
�Well of course, how remiss of me to have forgotten!� the sarcasm dripped from Harry�s words. �If you can afford that stuff my lad, then I am going to be scrutinising your expense claims from here on in.�
�My old Dad�s the wine buff, not that he can afford that quality though.�
Across the room, Ms Foxten-Billings decided to bring the conversation around to the business at hand.
�A friend of mine on the Telegraph seems to think that you are the source of some rumours concerning certain war crimes, perpetrated by your regiment since the start of hostilities.� The major looked slightly uncomfortable at her words. �Major, let me set your mind at ease. This government is more concerned with violations of a landmine treaty we signed in 1998, and that British soldiers were encouraged to kill prisoners, than we are of a man of conscience telling tales out of school.�
Manson remained silent as he weighed up her words, but it was obvious that had his talking out of turn been the issue here, then someone from the MOD would be dealing with him now, not the Defence Minister.
�What really disturbs us is that an allegedly elite regiment of foot guards has totally ignored its elected governments public statements to the international community, that Britain will never again use landmines� the human rights issues of that other matter, are of course something we are morally bound to investigate, no matter the circumstances.�
�Minister� � Mason began.
�Call me Danyella, Simon.�
�� Danyella then. Britain only signed a treaty banning anti-personnel mines, not anti-tank mines. I said nothing to the media about mines.�
�It was in the after action reports� the arrogance of the commanding officer practically bragging about his being forced to acquire the weapons from sources outside the norm, was quite inappropriate.�
She took a sip of her wine and gave the waiter returning her soup a tight, perfunctory smile.
�Now tell me Simon, how many mines did your battalion lay, and what type were they?�
�Well, there were at least two hundred anti-tank mines, but as to the type and mark I really couldn�t tell you, Danyella. They were Warsaw Pact era weapons after all, hardly items I could be expected to be familiar with.�
Danyella considered his words before leaning forward intently.
�So how do you know they were anti-tank mines and not anti-personnel, hmm?�
Major Simon Manson was not a great believer in study of the enemy�s arsenal, or even that of newfound friends, for the simple reason that he didn�t see it as being his job. After all, that was the job of his warrant officers and NCOs, wasn�t it?
�I see your point madam; in fact if one were to be quite truthful, then one did have one�s doubts.�
Danyella sat back in her chair with a broad smile on her face. This man was a bore and an insufferable snob, but he was so going to be so easy to manipulate into saying precisely what she required of him.
�Anyway, enough of the Westernitz� �
�It was the Wesernitz, ma�am.�
Danyella dismissed the error with a casual wave.
�� what happened at Leipzig, Major?�
Major Manson had walked almost five miles before a vehicle had stopped, on the day his services had been dispensed with. To add to his embarrassment the vehicle had been an RMP patrol, and they had kept him standing in the open with a man covering him whilst they discovered why a man wearing a major�s insignia was without a weapon and miles from his unit. Satisfied that he was not in fact a deserter, he was given a ride to a field hospital where he could catch another ride up to brigade headquarters.
He�d had plenty of time walking along a MSR to formulate a reason for being relieved of his post, and should the battalion suffer similar losses as it had at the river, then there would be few around to dispute his claims.
�Feelings were running very high amongst the guardsmen, a lot of the guys hadn�t made it out and rumours were flying around that the enemy had shot our wounded. These were all from unreliable sources ma�am, but it takes little to persuade a ranker that blue is in fact pink.�
�Did you confront any of these, so called witnesses?�
�Indeed I did, but none were credible, not a one was an officer.�
Manson�s unspoken assumption that she would share his contempt of anyone who was not a holder of the Queens Commission was quite wrong; hers extended to the entire military elite, as she thought of them with distaste.
�At a time like that I imagine the officers were busy quelling such gossip?�
�It was that very subject which saw my removal from command of my company. Lt Col Reed felt that the rumours should be encouraged, to increase the men�s aggressive spirit. I of course objected, and found myself relieved of my post.�
�That does seem a rather drastic move on his part?�
�We�ve always had differing styles of leadership, and the man lacks the ability to see the pros and cons of another point of view, so he simply did away with a conflicting opinion.�
�And after that battle Simon, how many prisoners did your battalion send to the rear?�
�Far less than one might expect, and most of those were stretcher cases for the field hospitals.�
Danyella was working the spin in her head as she listened, and formulating a report stating that these wounded soldiers had probably only been spared due to the actions of the medics and stretcher-bearers on the battlefield.
It was just one more piece of evidence that should really have shown the prime minister, when he eventually read it, that he had made a serious error in her appointment. Even he was aware that a battalion provided its own medics, and the stretcher-bearers were the regiment�s musicians in peacetime.
It was also another indication that the new PM was not doing his job by enquiring as to why she was not devoting all of her time to the duties of her office instead of delegating the matter to the proper authority, the Provost Marshal�s office.
Two hours later with the meal completed and further discussion over drinks at a quiet corner table, Danyella Foxten-Billings and Major Manson parted company.
Danyella had arranged for his reassignment to Horse Guards in London, where they would have more access in the days ahead. On return to the secure location near Renwick, she would contact the Director of Public Prosecutions and set the wheels in motion.
During the ninety-minute drive back across the Fells on almost empty roads, DC Singh prattled on about his nice warm surroundings of the evening and the good food he had eaten, rubbing in the fact his colleagues evening had been anything but.
Paddy Singh was a talker, he could talk the hind legs off of donkey and wherever possible he practiced that ability whether the audience bid it or not.
He related the details he had heard about arresting an entire infantry battalion, and how the major�s account had varied to fit the bill according to the views of Foxten-Billings.
Harry Chapman was not greatly interested in the goings-on of his principles, so long as they did not compromise the business of protecting them from harm, however on the return journey Paddy Singh�s account of the couple�s conversation got his attention, especially when he heard which unit had been the subject but he kept his own counsel until Paddy had finished and asked the question.
�Sarge, this battalion they were talking about, did they run away from a fight or something?�
The main worry in Mrs Chapman�s life these days was the safety of her youngest brother, a lance corporal in the 1st Battalion Coldstream Guards, so he was about as up to date as any of the citizens of the UK as to how that unit was fairing.
�No Paddy, no one�s done any running away, far from it in fact.�
�Well according to the ice queen she has already ordered the second battalions re-activation. Most of the replacements are already going into it instead of going to the front, and this Manson character will be the CO. She said that it would replace the first battalion in the line once the arrests were made.�
Harry made the decision there and then to break his rule of not remarking on his principles business unless ordered to do so.
After delivering the Ice Queen back into the care of the military police providing security at the ASoG, the Special Branch close protection officers returned to a hotel that had become their billet, but Harry didn�t stay long.
The night manager gave him change for a tenner and Harry left the small hotel. Taking one of the cars he drove south, following the River Derwent along Borrowdale until the B5289 swung west and began to climb Fleetwith Pike.
Harry took a left at that point and followed a narrow country lane to the tiny hamlet of Seathwaite. In happier times it was a stopping place for Fell walkers and climbers, but Harry�s only interest was the public phone box there.
There was no one about at that hour and Harry could see no headlights on the road so he entered the kiosk and placed a stack of coins on top of the coin box. He would use almost all of the coins in the call he made to a private house in Surrey.
Newington Causeway, London SE1: 0812hrs, 18th April.
Commuters exiting from the Bakerloo Line underground station at the Elephant and Castle who headed on foot towards London Bridge made use of the wide pavement there to avoid the pair of vagrants loitering at the junction with Gaunt Street.
The duo had acquired from somewhere a couple of buckets and cloths, and were now not so much providing an unsolicited service to motorists, as a nuisance value for the purpose of extracting beer money.
They waited on the traffic lights at the junction to change to red and then stepped slightly unsteadily up to the driver�s sides of the cars and began washing the windscreens.
They weren�t entirely successful in their endeavours, but they had an average 40�% success rate each time before returning to the footway where half a dozen cans of Special Brew sat, though five of the cans were lying on their sides, clearly empty already.
Most pedestrians and motorists either avoided looking at them or curled a lip in contempt at their antics, especially when the drunker of the pair had collided with his partner and fallen in the road while heading for his next victim. It was pathetic, his antics in scrambling to retrieve the bucket that had rolled under a car, and then he had almost lost an arm when the lights had changed again and the traffic began moving. A bus had crushed the cheap plastic bucket before its owner could reclaim it, and that caused his partner to begin swearing at him. Some drunken pushing and shoving followed, which spelled the dissolution of their commercial partnership, and both vagrants headed off in opposite directions with the odd abusive comment still being exchanged until they were out of earshot of one another.
The vagrant who still had his bucket staggered along Gaunt Street past The Ministry of Sound nightclub and turned the corner into Southwark Bridge Road. The change in surroundings must have had a sobering effect on him, because his back straightened and his coordination improved too, as he sent the bucket in a graceful arc over the street to where it landed in a refuse skip.
As he neared the junction with Borough Road a Black Cab, otherwise known as a Hackney Carriage drew up alongside him and he got in, taking a seat before removing his stained and grubby overcoat.
The cabbie glanced briefly over his shoulder, apparently unconcerned that this passenger may not possess sufficient coin of the realm to pay the fare.
�Where to, guv?�
�New Kent Road, under the railway bridge.�
The cabbie waited for a gap in the traffic before making a U turn and heading back the way he had come.
The vagrant tapped on the glass screen separating him from the cab driver, and without taking his eyes off the road the cabbie reached around and slid open the glass hatch, before passing a Motorola PR and a box of make-up removal swabs over his shoulder.
Removing his matted wig Detective Inspector MacAverney listened in to the radio traffic on the PR for a few moments before speaking.
�Control, permission?�
�Go, guv.�
The D.I gave the description of the man who had stoically refused to make eye contact, or otherwise acknowledge the presence of the derelict slopping soapy water across his line of vision, with a hand obscuring his view through the wing mirror as he�d gripped it for support in leaning over the cars bonnet.
But all those efforts could be for nought
�Any problems?�
�Nah guv, good signal� he�s stopped at red ATS, Borough High Street and Duke Street Hill as we speak, still heading for north of the river.�
�Okay, well we�re going to pick Danny up and head back to �the factory�.�
�Rog�� oh yeah, Traffic wants to know if they can have control of the lights in the Causeway back?�
�Yes certainly� and thank them for their help.�
The cab, one of several in the fleet of surveillance vehicles owned by the Serious Crime Group picked up the second� vagrant� from where he was waiting around the corner from Newington Causeway, and its �cabbie� avoided the rest of the commuter traffic in the New Kent Road by turning off into Meadow Row, and from there made his way to New Scotland Yard.
The Major Incident Control Room at CO had been taken over for a multiple agency operation dedicated to capturing the enemy cell that had killed Constantine Bedonavich, Scott Tafler and of course, two of their own.
SO-19 was one of the departments involved in the operation, but they were unhappy with the Commissioners great efforts to borrow a troop from the Special Air Service, for the critical job of securing the suspects when that time came. SACEUR had initially refused to release them from Germany, but then the deep strike mission a G Squadron troop had been about to undertake was scrubbed. General Allain had relented, releasing the troop for a period not to exceed 48 hours, the time it would take for another mission in disrupting Red Army supply lines to be put together.
Art Petrucci was a late arrival and an escort delivered him to the incident room where he joined the Commissioner, stood quietly at the back. There were two military officers present in the room amid the policemen and women, and one was stood next to the Commissioner.
�Good morning Art, do you know General Shaw?� The Commissioner clasped Art�s hand briefly and stepped aside in order for the two Americans to exchange greetings.
�Only by reputation.� Shaking the marines hand he asked with genuine curiosity what had brought the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs there.
�London is my last port of call before returning stateside, and I knew young Scott so I dropped in to see if there had been any developments in finding his killers.�
As Head of Station for CIAs London office, Art knew damn well that he should have been informed of Henry Shaw�s itinerary if the United Kingdom had been on it, but he gave away no sign of what he was thinking.
�So are you staying at the Embassy marine barracks, or with the Ambassador at Winfield House?�
�I can�t stand the sanctimonious son of a bitch, and I was going to stay at the barracks tonight but the Commissioner here very kindly offered me the use of a spare room at his home in Surrey. It�s a lot closer to Heathrow and as I�m about travelled-out, I said thanks.�
�A case of, if its Thursday this must be Paris, huh?� Art asked.
Henry laughed.
�Actually I was there yesterday, but that�s pretty much been the story.�
Art laughed along good-naturedly with him, but made a mental note to ask both the chief of station Paris and the SDCE what they had known of his visit there.
The conversation ended there as they listened in on the progress of the target vehicle. The driver of that car was following a route around the capital obvious only to himself, interjected with routine counter surveillance actions such as sudden course changes, reversing his direction of travel, and at roundabouts would at times circle around it several times. It was all being done in order to confuse a tail, or make them reveal themselves in their attempts to maintain contact.
On two occasions whilst halted in traffic their suspect had released his seatbelt and opened the cars sunroof, peering up through it as he tried to see if a helicopter was being used to track him. They didn�t know about that in the incident room though, because none of the surveillance team had been in eyeball contact, or sight of it, since D.I MacAverney and his fellow �vagrant� had placed the electronic tracking device beneath the car.
They were not relying only on the tracker, there were cars, vans and of course solo motorcycles �doing the alternative�, or in others words they were travelling along roads that ran parallel to the one the target vehicle was using.
The passengers, the men and women in the cars and vans were known in the trade as �Footmen�, and if for some reason the driver abandoned the target vehicle and did not seem as if he would return for it, then these officers would begin a �foot follow� a task that requires much skill and practice, especially if the quarry was as surveillance conscious as this target quite obviously was.
The Commissioner called over a uniformed Chief Superintendent at one point. Only a few words were exchanged before the man left on the task his boss had given him, but Art�s built in radar had twitched.
�What�s his problem?�
The Commissioner smiled.
�Oh, he is just a little put out that I brought the military in to do a task his department wanted. Stokes and Pell were SO-19 officers, so my specialist firearms unit believe they should make the arrests.�
�And you don�t?�
�Let us just say that I would rather not test their professionalism. We want those individuals as much for what they can tell us in intelligence terms, as I do for them to face justice.�
It wasn�t until the driver reached Pall Mall that he saw a marker, a hexagonal shaped sticker about four inches across, its fluorescent green colour in sharp contrast to the red of the post office box it adhered to.
It took a little while for the surveillance team to guess that there target had completed his business in the city, by which time the target vehicle was eastbound on the north circular road.
The units involved in the vehicle follow had nothing particularly challenging to do until the target turned off the north circular toward Essex on the A13 and put his foot down. The controller sent two of the powerful surveillance team motorbikes forwards, to overtake the target and to keep well ahead of him. He kept the remainder back, the closest vehicle being another motorcycle a mile behind the target, but they knew their quarry was more switched on than the average criminal it was their usual brief to shadow, and a change of vehicles somewhere was a distinct possibility. If the controller read the situation correctly he would order callsigns to �punch up�, to close the gap between the target and themselves, but if he got it wrong the target could have switched wheels and a �total loss� would have to be declared, as contact with the target was irretrievably lost.
Controlling such an operation could send a person�s stress levels so high they redlined. A small mistake, a callsign sent in the wrong direction or not moved out of the targets path in time could sink an operation that had cost literally millions, so those present in the incident room who did not know Dusty Miller by reputation, had misgivings that a mere plain clothes duty police constable should even be allowed in the room.
Dusty had twenty years� experience in surveillance work and had he taken up the game of Chess would have been a candidate for grand master. Dusty had the ability not only to think several steps ahead, but the only thing known to ever cause him the slightest element of stress was the occasional aphid infestation of the prize roses he grew in his garden at home.
When the target suddenly turned left onto the B1335 outside the village of Wennington, and then stopped in a lay-by a short distance further on, all heads turned in Dusty�s direction.
The controller sat unconcerned as the minutes ticked by, ignoring the increase in fidgeting by others in the room, until at last the tracker indicated the vehicle was once more on the move, turning around and returning to the A13 where it continued deeper into Essex.
Dusty sacrificed one of his vans by ordering it to overtake the target vehicle and confirm that the vehicle emitting the tracking signal was the same, and that the suspect was still inside it. With a target of this quality Dusty would not risk using the van again anywhere near it, and so the footmen were soon after transferred to other vehicles, and the van returned to London.
�Someone just made a pick-up.� Observed Art.
Counter Intelligence in the UK was the job of the British Secret Service, not the CIA, but he would be very interested to learn whom the SIS eventually caught servicing the dead letterbox near the lay-by.
For a further hour they trailed the car, onto the M25 motorway where it crossed over into Kent, and then to a cul-de-sac off a quiet street in the town of Swanley.
This was the first time on the follow that Dusty ordered the vehicles to punch up, and he then deployed footmen to cover access routes from the dead end street.
The two motorcyclists Dusty had sent ahead of the target kept a discrete eye on the end of the street for the few minutes it took for the two vehicles worth of footmen Dusty selected to arrive and deploy, and so when their suspect appeared the only people he saw were a couple of pedestrians going about their business.
Their suspect was good; there was no doubt about it. Three hours after his encounter with the vagrants he was still alert to possible surveillance as he made his way through the small town on foot. Using shop windows as mirrors he discretely checked his six o�clock position for tails as he traced a circuitous route around the town.
Gemma Daly took over the �eyeball� position as the target turned into Sycamore Drive, and when he turned apparently to see if there was a bus in sight she saw his body telegraph his intention a moment before his sudden movement. It was barely susceptible but she caught it anyway, his right shoulder dropped fractionally before he swivelled around at the waist, looking sharply behind him and taking in all that was in the street before turning back.
He saw Gemma of course, or rather a rather dowdy looking woman across the opposite side of the street and about ten yards back. But she wasn�t looking at him or doing anything to cause suspicion.
Further back along the street, on his side, a man and another female were walking in the same direction as him. They weren�t walking together and everything seemed normal, but he didn�t relax.
The target was level with the Convent of Mercy when he suddenly stopped, and this caused problems for the foot follow.
There was no cover for Gemma and the other footmen that he had in view as he stood there with his back to the convent looking up and down the street. It was a tactic designed to force a tail to lose contact or �show out�, because there were no handy shop doorways, no alleyways or opportunities to drop temporarily from sight.
Gemma put out the warning on her body set, her lips barely moving. �Stop, stop, stop.� Those footmen not in sight went into shallow cover, ready to go deep if the target did the reciprocal, retraced his steps. The female officer furthest from the target in Sycamore Drive got lucky, sticking out a hand for a bus, which pulled in for her at a request stop she had just walked past. The male ahead of her had no such options open except to keep walking right on, and gave a very convincing frown as he walked past he target who was staring at him. The male officer was now �burnt�, their quarry hadn�t sussed him out but he would be recognised if seen by the target again.
Gemma wasn�t quite as ready to accept defeat, though what she tried is a difficult trick to carry off as any taught on the surveillance courses.
The target paid close attention to passing vehicles as well as pedestrians, but in the minutes he waited he did not recognise any vehicle as one that had driven around the block and past him again.
Across the road from him the dowdy woman had bumped into an old friend, and they were gossiping away as women did in his own country too when they hadn�t seen each other for a time, and he turned toward the town centre again.
Gemma hurriedly said goodbye and promised to stay in touch this time with the local housewife she had never seen before in her life but had nonetheless convinced that she and Gemma had met years before on a holiday in Spain. She breathed �Off, off, off.� Informing everyone the target was again on the move, as she continued the follow.
There are strict rules to be adhered to in the voice procedure of a follow, both vehicular and on foot. When the follow is electronic you ask the controller for permission to speak, but when you don�t have the aid of a tracker then that permission must come from the �eyeball�.
No matter who you are, if you are in the eyeball position then that becomes your callsign, �eyeball�. When the eyeball is speaking nobody else does, and even when the eyeball is not commentating on the target, you ask eyeballs permission before you speak, and that includes the controller.
Dusty was pleased with how Gemma had maintained contact, but now would be a good time to set up a change.
�Eyeball, permission?�
�Go.�
�Mel�s in perfect cover ahead. You recycle with One Four down the next right.�
�Ok.�
Ahead of the target she saw her colleague appear out of the entrance of St Bartholomew�s Roman Catholic school and without giving a single glance to the approaching target, he negotiated the traffic to gain the far side.
No one expects their tail to be the guy or gal in front of them, because tails are always following behind you, right?
So Mel had a leg up on the creditability scale, and by crossing the road he had allowed the target to overtake and put him in the classic tail position.
The target took advantage of a glass bus shelter for a free look behind him. Despite the graffiti scratched on it by bored individuals with sharp door keys, its reflection told him three people were behind him, but only two were heading the same way. The mousy woman, who was now turning down a side street, and the parent/teacher from the kid�s school.
Out of sight of the target down the side turning Gemma climbed through the side door of a van and began a quick change. None of the vehicles carried changes of clothes, although most had workmen�s coverall�s and maybe a grubby coat, so what took place was a swap of outer clothing and accessories amongst the footmen inside.
As in any walk of life, policemen come in different shapes and sizes, but unlike other departments the dedicated surveillance officers are chosen for their looks as well as intelligence, but not in the way a soap star would be.
The old C.11 Criminal Intelligence Department were the very best at surveillance in any police force anywhere, and they set the standard that is still strived for in other covert police set-ups.
When would-be members of C.11 came calling and they entered the door to the units offices at NSY, some would have noticed a mark on the doorframe. In those pre-equal opportunities days there was a height limit for the police service in London so there was no second mark on the door frame to designate that the caller was below average height, so only those who were shorter than the mark on the door frame went on to the second and subsequent stages of selection.
Gemma was no head turner, and neither were any of her colleagues; they were all of the �nothing special� category in attractiveness. Not too good looking or unattractive to attract attention, the all-round Mr and Ms Average.
With a vehicle full of averaged sized people, a change in wardrobe was not that difficult to achieve as One Four�s avoided passing the target who he made his way toward the large Asda Superstore in the town centre.
As Gemma slid open the side door again she paused, reaching forwards to pluck the cap off the drivers head and after trying it for size she emerged in the stores car park. The dowdy spinster-type was gone, and a middle-England thirty-something Mum sought shallow cover until Dusty called upon her once more.
The target had been taught not to assume anything, go through the drills, and only then, if nothing untoward was apparent, to assume he was temporarily free of observation.
Mel saw the target remove a mobile phone from a pocket and make a call, speaking very briefly indeed before replacing it.
Back at NSY Dusty scribbled down the time and the postcode of the area the call had been in, handing it to an assistant who got busy on the phone.
�With a bit of luck.� The Commissioner said to his guests. �We should learn the targets cellular number and the number of whoever he called, plus wherever that contact is.�
It took ten minutes for the information to become available.
�Ok.� Dusty said, as he looked at the details his assistant had written below Dusty�s own writing. �I think sir, we are looking at a potential third eye in the town centre.�
Henry Shaw was intrigued.
�What does he mean, a third eye?�
�It is easier for a person to spot someone following someone else, so Dusty thinks our man just called a friend to watch who is behind him.�
�Dusty� any clue as to this other guy?�
�Unfortunately yes, the number he called was a landline, not another mobile. He telephoned the shopping centre CCTV control room.�
�How are you going to handle it, isn�t it too risky to go following him in?�
The Commissioner looked over at Dusty.
�Well?�
�We don�t follow him sir, we know where he is going and he has to come out of there. Once inside he will do something, something to cause a reaction from any footmen. It won�t need to be much, just ducking down for a minute would do that, and the third eye will be watching for someone who is looking about just a little too much in order to regain contact.�
A few of the senior officers clearly disagreed, and the more senior voiced his concerns.
�Commissioner?�
�Yes Commander Aires?�
�I disagree with this, uh, Constables assessment. We should flood the area with our footmen, put a dozen inside and that way we will keep contact no matter what he does.�
Rather than automatically support him as he had expected, the Commissioner passed the commander suggestion to Constable Miller.
�Dusty?�
�We would just be giving the target and the third eye more officers to spot, I think it�s a stupid idea sir.�
The Commanders hackles rose.
�Oh really, Constable?�
He was not used to the junior ranks saying anything other than, �yes sir� to his suggestions.
�Well I have decided that the decision should come from above your pay grade� �
The Commissioner cut him off in mid flow.
�I agree Commander!� however the Commander�s satisfied smile soon disappeared.
�Dusty, any footmen already in the shopping centre, pull them out and run this as you see fit.�
�Yes sir.�
In Swanley, the target reached the end of Sycamore Drive and dodged the traffic in Bartholomew Way to arrive in the shopping centres car park, where he broke into a run, heading for the entrance.
Mel let him go, and carried on walking without so much as a turn of the head along the road to rendezvous with a vehicle parked a little away from the town centre.
Thirty minutes later, their man re-emerged onto the street. He still used shop windows in order to look behind himself but he now walked with an obvious sense of purpose.
In a way the boys and girls of the SCG were disappointed as they watched their man drive out of the railway station car park in another vehicle. The game was nearly over now, they could sense it, and although they no longer had the aid of a tracking device they could see the suspect was relaxed, and no longer a challenge for their skills.
At no time during the following forty minutes did any of the surveillance vehicles follow directly behind the target. There were always at least two genuinely innocent vehicles between the �eyeball�, and the target as he wound his way home.
By 3pm that afternoon the Commissioner was satisfied their suspects had been �housed�, and returned to his office to make a telephone call to the Chief Constable of Surrey.
Moscow: 1610hrs, same day.
Udi had been late for work and the dressing down he had received from his shift supervisor had jarred his hung over state.
Unshaven and having slept in the same clothes he had worn the previous day, Udi had hardly presented a picture of the reliable worker.
Udi had weathered the storm and made the right noises about it being a one off lapse that would never be repeated. Apparently satisfied that Udi had gotten the message the supervisor had handed across a work order.
Udi had been scheduled to monitor the ongoing surveillance at the centre for the next two days, so he was surprised.
�Zinayev is handling that, I�m not having you looking like a tramp and stinking like a distillery whilst the auditors are here.�
Fortunately there was little enough blood in Udi�s features that the rest draining away was not noticeable.
�The auditors are coming today?�
�They are here already; now get a move on before someone sees you.�
After all the worry over the impending audit, Udi felt a calm resignation replace the shock of the news that it had at last arrived.
Udi had travelled to Noginsk, 100 kilometres from Moscow, and removed surveillance devices from the home of yet another senior officer to have displeased the premier.
No stealth or guile had been required to enter the house; it had been emptied of its occupants by the arrest team that had come with the dawn for the late Admiral Petorim�s wife and children. Udi was not to know that the entire family had been executed within hours, but he shivered and looked over his shoulder several times as he worked, so certain had he been that the eyes of the dead were upon him.
It took only an hour to complete his task, and then he had returned to Moscow, to his apartment where he had half expected to find internal security awaiting him, but the flat had held no unwanted visitors.
He had forgotten to switch off his computer the previous night, and had left for work so hurriedly that morning that it had continued to chalk up an increasing debt on the meter. However, the thought of the state power company attempting to extract payment from his corpse now gave him some amusement.
The atmosphere in the house at Noginsk had not prevented him from raiding the well-stocked larder there, filling one of the late families suitcases with cheeses, hams and other delicacies, which he now gorged himself on before approaching the keyboard and monitor.
If he was going to be shot for spying on those in power, he may as well get his money�s worth. According to his monitor, the program had completed its task of wiping the download free of interference, so he opened two windows on his monitor�s screen, allowing him a view of the hallway and upstairs room.
It was apparently quite warm in the occupied room, Torneski had removed her greatcoat and unbuttoned her tunic, and sweat speckled the brows of the young officers.
All four occupants heard the main door open, and Torneski gave a nod to the men who removed their uniform tunics and quietly took up position behind the door, so that only the KGB chief would be in view once the girl opened the door to the room.
So, thought Udi, the girl thought she was there for a meeting with the KGB chief but was about to get herself beaten or killed.
Udi expected the girl to jump when the door was slammed closed behind her, but her languid stride never faltered. In the centre of the room she halted, with feet set apart, hands on her hips and her weight resting over on one leg, where she turned at the waist to speak to the three officers, and he got to look at the face of a girl who was heart-stoppingly lovely. From the top of her head to the tips of her toes, via the firm breasts and drum flat belly of course, she was pretty damn perfect as far as Udi was concerned.
All three looked from the girl to the woman, for some kind of instruction, but her face projected anger without a muscle twitching, and Udi realised that she had been out manoeuvred by this girl.
Turning back to Torneski the girl smiled.
�So Elena, what shall we talk about today?�
If looks could kill, this girl would have died on the spot from Torneski�s expression as she sprang to her feet, and for a moment Udi thought she was going to strike the girl, but she snarled at the men instead.
�Search her.�
This was not the cowering girl they had expected, she was not supposed to have walked boldly in, but two of the young officers held her arms by the biceps as she obediently allowed the third to search her.
He came to the old style the walkman last and after listening for a moment to the sensual tones of Lauren Wood singing Fallen, he was about to drop it with the boots, but then tossed it onto the soft surface of the nearby mattress, after pressing the stop key.
That act of thoughtfulness enraged Elena Torneski, who lashed out with a kick at the man before ordering all three outside.
There was definitely history there, Udi thought, and quite plainly some of it was bad, but what, he wondered would happen between Torneski and the girl?
As the last officer, a major of KGB Spetznaz forces, pulled the door closed behind him Svetlana�s whole persona altered, gone was the saucy wiggle as she strode past the KGB chief and plucked the greatcoat off the back of the chair, draping it across her own shoulders, to be held closed with her fingers.
�Did you agree to this meeting just to work off a grudge?�
Torneski did not reply, but began buttoning up her tunic instead.
�The American�s have offered you twenty million dollars for the premier�s location, but it is both negotiable as well as being a limited offer.�
It was Torneski�s turn to laugh.
�Ha, and how long do you think they will prevail� we have almost broken NATO in Germany, and the Chinese are poised to begin their invasion of Australia any day now.�
Udi�s finger stabbed the pause key and he gawped at the monitor for a long moment before rewinding and listening to the exchange once more before pausing once more.
So there was a conspiracy, or at least a covert contact between the Americans and the head of the KGB, and there was only one reason why the Americans should want to know the premiers whereabouts, in order to kill or capture him, although assassination was by far the most likely option.
Taking a pen and paper he started the recording again, now ready to write down any names that could be mentioned in the next few minutes.
�And how long can you prevail Elena?� Svetlana looked the older woman in the eyes. �How long before the premier decides you have failed him, how long before he orders your death?�
Denied the revenge she had long promised herself, Torneski had to work hard at keeping a clear head and it was a few moments before she responded.
�The money is not enough, I want forty million and I want it in gold.�
�For twice the money, they will expect more from you.� The girl explained.
�They could be merely clearing the way for someone with like ambitions to take over the premiership, so they would want some means of ensuring that eventuality didn�t come to pass too.�
Torneski was silent as she considered.
Svetlana retrieved her Walkman, clipping it make into place before closing the greatcoat again and probing further. �Are there any politburo members who have such ambitions?�
The premier�s great plan had been many years in the making, and potential rivals who could thwart, or even hijack it, were definitely not amongst its designs. There was not a single one left with the balls to even privately consider such a possibility.
Udi put himself in the KGB chiefs� shoes and being one of life�s cynics, to his mind if she answered truthfully then there was nothing to stop the Americans from striking at the premier whilst she was in the same location, and therefore saving themselves twenty million in gold.
�Perhaps, yes there are two, maybe three who could take over the reins if the premier were to be removed.�
�And?�
�And yes, I can neutralise them.�
Udi watched and listened as the business of high treason was concluded with the exchange of information. From the girl came the bank details of where the money could be found. The Swiss bank in question would verify that the money existed, but the access codes would not be forthcoming until after the deed was done.
It briefly passed through Udi�s mind as he recorded the details on the writing pad that he could possibly find himself in a position to become very, very rich indeed. However in reality he knew he would exchange this disc for his life, and be grateful for that.
The girl called Svetlana repeated the longitudes and latitudes of three secure locations, the premiers present hiding place and two alternates, along with the date he was expected to relocate and the signal which would identify the location.
She wrote nothing down and apparently her memory was sufficient for the task. A handy skill for a spy, but Udi wasn�t in that league and had to play the segment back twice before he got it all.
On the monitor Torneski was stood silently for a moment of thought, before breaking that silence.
�Tell me Svetlana, are you and Major Bedonavich lovers?�
�It always burned you to think of me with a man didn�t it Elena, and I never did really understood why you made a point of accompanying the examiners on my test nights, unless it was to feed that broad streak of sado-masochism?�
Elena returned a cold smile.
�I�m sure the future will bring you all the happiness you deserve with him, my dear.�
The girl paused for a second, her brow furrowing as she studied Torneski, and then departed
Back in the room upstairs, Torneski switched off the heating and lights and listened to the girl leave. She laughed a cruel little laugh as if she had played a malicious joke that could not fail to work, as she descended the stairs and switched out the lights in the hall before then departing.
According to the on-screen timer, Udi knew that it was at this point that the interference had suddenly ended, and he was no wiser as to the source. He wasn�t to know that at that point Svetlana had depressed the same stop key on the Walkman as the officer had, but she had kept it held down for several seconds.
Udi stopped the program and removed the disc, placing it in its clear plastic case and tore off the sheet of paper from the pad, folding it and placing it inside the case also. His problem now was one of sounding plausible when he handed over the disk, because he certainly couldn�t mention an illegal bottle of beer had played a large part in his original actions. He had to come up with a story about suspecting the loyalties of his immediate colleagues and line managers. He had no friends at the centre and felt only a momentary twinge of conscience at the thought of casting aspersions on their integrity, and the longer he stared at the monitor the more credible that line seemed to him.
Pulling on his topcoat and slipping the disk in its case inside a pocket on the jacket beneath, Udi decided he would blame paranoia on his actions when he presented the disk to his department chief, and the time to do that was right now.
He would get a cab to the suburb where the man lived, and hope that he didn�t see the audit as the reason for Udi�s late revelation. He juggled the cursor to the top left of his screen and left clicked his mouse, ordering the system to begin shutting down, and headed for the door realising that unless he got a promotion for bringing the information forward, the next month was going to be very frugal once the electricity bill was paid.
Down in the street below his apartment, two men emerged from the back of a van. The flickering light of a monitor screen illuminated the interior, and this blue tinged light gave the men�s features a cruel, deathly aspect as they reached back inside the vehicle for a holdall and a large heavy rucksack.
As Udi�s system finished powering down, the vans screen no longer mirrored everything that Udi had been watching. The vans occupants had tuned in to the radiation emitted by the monitor in Udi�s apartment, and in this way had avoided the danger of detection had they used a surveillance device or line tap.
Udi opened his apartment door and found a man stood immediately in front of it, his brain registered recognition of the face before him even as the blow landed, crushing his larynx and sending him sprawling backwards into the room. His attacker caught him before he could fall, laying him on the worn sofa and quickly, though quietly pushing the door to.
As he fought against the threatening blackness, Udi cursed himself for not having considered that someone on the auditing team would have informed the head of their organisation that her home was bugged.
Udi Timoskova was still alive when his attackers colleagues from the van arrived silently inside the apartment moments later, and through his agony he recognised them also as being with Elena Torneski that night in the dacha.
After putting out the blaze that had gutted an apartment in a Moscow suburb, its watch commander wrote up his report concluding that a faulty component overheating inside the owner�s computer had caused the fire. Neighbours had already told him that they had heard the hum of the machine day and night in the past few days, whenever they had past his door, which concurred with his long years of experience which pinpointed the charred and buckled base unit as clearly being the seat of the fire.
The apartments occupant had apparently been asleep on a sofa when the fire had broken out. A heat cracked, and smoke charred vodka bottle on the floor beside the body meant that he had probably been oblivious to the danger, and would have expired from the smoke before the flames had reached him.
Vormundberg, Germany: Same time.
Oblivious to moves behind the scenes back home, the Hussars, Gunners, Sappers, Paratroopers and Guardsmen were still preparing for their next fight.
�How�s it going?�
CSM Probert stopped swinging the pickaxe and leant on it, getting his breath. The inquisitor was Oz; kneeling in the mud beside a hull down position for an MBT being finished off by a half dozen men with entrenching tools.
�I�d say it was going down the pan fast, if it�s got to the point where a Company Sarn�t Major is navvying away, and a mere sergeant isn�t!�
Oz tapped the tops of the ammunition boxes he had brought up the hill.
�I�ve got some of the lads bringing more up.� He nodded toward an SF kit, the tripod in its webbing bag that sat a short distance away.
�You be careful with yer rates of fire Oz, a GPMG in the SF role goes through rounds like Guinness and curry go through a white man� be a shame if after the first hour the most you had to reply with was harsh language.�
They both heard someone calling the CSMs name and Colin climbed from the hole, using the pick like a climber�s ice axe, to see who it was. Struggling uphill through the mud was one of the battalion clerks, fulfilling his other role as COs runner.
�Oye, Radar� up here!� The TV series �Mash� had stuck all clerical staff with that nickname, even the dyslexic ones.
The young man panted his way up to them.
�Sir� warning order for you, O Group in� � he looked at his watch. �� in fifteen at the company CP, platoon sized ambush patrol, you can borrow three men from 2 and 3 Platoons, and no move before twenty hundred hours.�
The CSM looked at his own wristwatch.
�1530� cutting it a bit fine?�
Dropping the pick he retrieved his weapon and webbing from where he left them, within arm�s reach of where he�d been digging.
�Sarn�t, can you do the honours and pick twenty four good ones please, make sure we don�t get palmed off with lame ducks and dead wood from 2 and 3?�
Oz nodded and turned, and called out the name of his first choice, the man who would also warn the rest.
�Robertso� � but stopped before completing the name, embarrassed and momentarily at a loss. Confusion ran across his features for a second or two and then he seemed to mentally shake himself. Colin was silent as he watched his friend, seeing the first visible sign of a stress fracture appear. The runner had a bemused look on his face, and was about to correct Oz when he saw the Company Sergeant Major giving him a steely look.
�Haven�t you got some typing or something to be doing?� He snapped.
The clerk nodded and headed back toward the CP, pissed off at the CSMs comment. If senior NCOs couldn�t remember who was still alive and who was dead, then it was not his fault, so why take it out on him?
Colin made the decision then and there that Oz would not be coming along tonight, he couldn�t give him two weeks R&R but he could let him get his head down for one night.
On his way to the CP Colin passed the gun group on their way up, weighed down with Claymore mines and grenades. He paused for a moment.
�I made a start on the gun pit before moving on to the tankies holes.� He pointed uphill in the direction of the gun pit. �Once you get past the mud the grounds still frozen, but there�s only a foot or so still left to do� then crack on with the shelter and ammo bays, ok?� Once they had acknowledged him he carried on down the reverse slope at a jog.
The company commander greeted him with a tired nod of the head, and pointed to a spot away from the activity around the CP. They tramped across the mud to a fallen tree trunk where Colin sat before removing his notebook and map, and then heard about a soviet recce patrol that had found its way into the rear area, and what they were now going to do about it.
It was growing dark as Major Venables arrived in the location, crawling along at 5mph with a broken down Chieftain in tow. He let the two crews and REME fitters manoeuvre the older tank into its fighting position and wandered over to where some of the infantry were rehearsing for something. He had to cast his mind back to his Sandhurst days to work out what they were preparing for, and then identified the cut offs, rear protection and killer groups.
The patrol was going through the withdrawal phase where haste counted for more than stealth, where they would have just have woken up all the countryside within earshot. As they splashed through the mud he shivered and turned back to his vehicle, that dry thing with bullet proof sides and a heater, which could get him out of trouble at 40mph. Thank God he�d had the sense not to join a military formation that walked everywhere, even when it was raining.
CSM Probert was happy with the way his men had performed in the night rehearsal, as he checked the time and saw they were ahead of schedule so he gave them ten minutes to have a smoke and relax.
Somewhere to their rear a soviet airborne unit was probably doing the same thing, before jumping off and attacking the logistic support elements of the ad hoc NATO division.
It had become clear that a large number of the soviet paratroopers had escaped destruction at Braunschweig, because on reoccupying the town there had been a distinct absence of bodies in the fighting positions. Airborne forces have an annoying tendency, in the opinion of their more conventional opponent�s commanders, of not obligingly remaining still whilst the killer blow is being landed.
An OP had spotted a recce patrol from the Russian airborne within sight of a mobile vehicle workshop, and those same enemies must also have seen one of the main ammunition storage areas that lay close by.
Somehow the soviets had infiltrated unseen past the rear protection, but rather than call in fire, which some may survive, the route they�d taken had been identified and a patrol tasking was generated. Subsequently the orders had arrived at Pat Reed�s CP and CSM Probert now had the task of laying an ambush for the enemy when they returned to do harm to the NATO support units they had found.
Mao carrier group, Java Sea, near the Sunda Straits: 2011hrs, same day:
Captain Hong frowned at the rain that sheeted across the bridge screen. The storms that had delayed the invasion force for several days were not yet done with them as they left the relatively safer waters north of the island of Java.
This was there second attempt at entering the Indian Ocean; the first had been through the Lombok Strait to the east. They had lost one of the converted container ships when a super typhoon struck in mid passage, so ferocious had been the winds that the large vessel had been driven onto rocks where she broke her back and went down with all hands.
Vice Admiral Putchev had endured the pressure being exerted from Beijing until the meteorological reports indicated an end was in sight, but had only then relented after making both governments agree to a change in the plan.
Instead of steaming a few hundred miles off the west coast of Australia, a plan he always had doubts about, the invasion fleet would hook around deep into the expanses of the Indian ocean before approaching the landing sites.
Having ridden out some of the most powerful storms on record
The Russian was not on the bridge at the moment, but touring the areas of the vessel a senior officer of the People�s Republic would not consider venturing to, and speaking to the hands working in small departments that were as vital to the running of the vessel as the more high profile and technical ones.
Hong had tried to explain to Putchev that the reason officers below his rank existed, was to perform such tasks. Putchev had replied by smiling at him as a teacher would a gifted student who hadn�t quite got the answer, but was nonetheless confident the student would find his own way to it eventually.
With some many vessels squeezing their way through the straits in distinctly increment weather the captain remained close to the bridge radar repeater.
Hong was still peering intently at it when the radar swept over the edge of a landmass in mid channel.
�That is Krakatoa, or at least part of what is left of it.�
So intent was he on the repeater that Captain Hong had not heard the Russian admiral enter the bridge. He looked up to see Putchev peering out through the starboard screen, although there was no possibility he could have been able to glimpse the island in the present poor visibility.
�Did you know it was once supposed to be a tropical paradise?� The Russian looked at him over his shoulder, his eyebrows raised as if expecting an answer, but none came so he continued on with the history lesson.
�It was once a single island, not the four uninhabited chunks you see on the charts� but by all accounts it was eighteen square miles of heaven on earth.� His voice sounded wistful as he spoke, and despite their current situation Hong�s curiosity was aroused. �So what happened to it?� The schools Hong attended had not included natural history on the syllabus, the teachings of the man whom this vessel was named after were thought to have far more influence on the planet than mother nature.
�One of the largest volcanic events in recorded history blew up two thirds of the island.� Putchev replied. �A tidal wave fifty feet high as a result, killed tens of thousands and the explosion could be heard three thousand miles away.�
Hong looked back at the repeater, trying to fathom the forces that could have accomplished such destruction.
�The Americans even made a movie about it.�
The last item of information quite obviously did not have much of an impact on the Chinese officer, and Hong just smiled back politely.
Putchev tried again.
�Maximilian Schell and Brian Keith were in it.� But Hongs smile remained the same.
The admiral shrugged, oh well. �Whoever wrote its title couldn�t read a map and compass though.�
Hong looked back at the Russian.
�Why?�
�It was called � Krakatoa, East of Java.�
It took several hours for the fleet to slip through the channel to the west of the island of Java, past the four shattered fragments that remained of Krakatoa and then take up a heading of 225�.
8� 12� S, 100� 23� E: 338 miles ENE of Christmas Island. 2240hrs, same day.
The captain and crew of Her Majesties Australian submarine Hooper, could have been forgiven for thinking that the typhoon which had announced the season of storms had begun early, was still blowing up top if it had not been for the daily met reports. Six of the weather fronts had crossed their area of operations one after the other.
Whenever they had come up to snorkel or raise the communications mast they had felt the effects of the angry seas that had been absent at greater depth. It was not on the scale a surface vessel would have experienced, but the Hooper�s helmsmen earned their rations each time.
Returning now to three hundred feet her captain awaited a rating to bring to him the decoded signal they had just collected.
Clearing datum was the first piece of business they had to deal with, seeing as how they had stuck a hand up where an alert enemy could have seen it, albeit a very small arm in a very vast ocean.
�Sonar?�
There was a few moments delay before his query was answered. The retarded effectiveness of their sonar suite was not so much a chink in their effectiveness as a weapon, more of a gaping hole.
�Control room, sonar� only traffic we have is that same tanker out of Madagascar?� The vessel had been the only shipping they had heard in over a week. �It�s still ten miles northeast and heading for the Sunda.�
Now there�s a crew who will kiss the soil of Gods good earth when they make port, the captain thought. Doubtless they were being paid premium rates with a bonus at the end, for carrying a highly volatile cargo of gasoline and diesel fuel, but it was not a job he would have applied for.
Aside from the threat from aircraft and surface ships which could choose not to see its neutral Argentine flag and registry, any one of the storms it had endured could have, and most probably almost did, send it to the bottom. Certainly the ships radio and radar had been taken out, because they had never once picked any emissions on their ESM mast.
The captain did not have the watch and when the decoded traffic was handed to him he carried it to his cabin to read in private, but a knock changed that.
�G�day boss, they say how long before Borroloola relieves us on station?�
�Come in, Number One.� The captain heeled closed the draw he had been resting his feet on and sat upright on the edge of his bunk, before getting his legs out of the way so his First Lieutenant could squeeze past and comply.
�So when can we go home and get fixed?�
�Borroloola is still in port.� The captain told him. �She will not be leaving for another three days.�
�She�s still in port� bloody hell skipper� they do know that our sonarmen are reduced to sticking a drinking glass to their ear and holding it against the side of the hull to listen?�
The captain shrugged, because there was no point in doing anything else.
�They don�t think the PLAN are coming through here, and because they don�t think the PLAN are coming this way, we will be being relieved early, but we aren�t a priority.�
The First Lieutenant sighed.
�So did they get a satellite to stay up long enough to see where they are?�
�The last one lived all of an hour before it got killed, so I am guessing the answer to your question is no.�
His second in command was looking straight ahead and did not respond.
�Number One?�
The captain could see his subordinates eyes weren�t focussed on the bulkhead he was otherwise staring intently at, obviously lost in his thoughts.
�You go to work each day while I stay home and keep house. When you come home you just read the paper� it�s like we just don�t talk anymore.� The First Lieutenant remained fixed on whatever was biting him, and oblivious to what his captain had just said.
�Where did the magic go?� the captain asked himself aloud with a theatrical sigh.
The First Lieutenant turned his head suddenly; his expression bemused
�Pardon?�
The captain handed across the signals.
�There isn�t anything in here that indicates fresh intel on the carriers location. The typhoon should be passed in the next twelve hours, so at least no one�s knocking down the weather satellites, yet.�
There was nothing else to be said on the subject, so a change in pace beckoned
�The troops are holding up good, sir?�
�They are that� I just wish this damn tub would follow their example.�
�I think we will have a couple of days slack once we get back to Perth, would a party be in order sir?�
�Number One, despite our encountering nothing more threatening than the weather on this cruise, I think that a record breaking beach party is definitely called� � � � The speaker for the ships PA system crackled, interrupting him.
�TorpedoTorpedoTorpedo� action stations torpedo� ..!�
Feet thundered along passageways as the crew responded. The captain�s cabin was next to the sonar shop and both officers were there before the sentence was completed.
�� Range six thousand metres, bearing zero four five� I have one�  now two torpedoes in the water!�
�What heading are they?� The First Lieutenant demanded, frustrated that the information was being processed too slowly. It wasn�t the fault of the sonarman, he knew this.
�Standby sir� heading zero four four, someone just shot at the tanker, sir!�
�Can you hear the shooter?�
�No sir.�
�It has to be another submarine skipper, nothing sane will be flying in this weather.� The First Lieutenant went on. �In other words, something got to within six kilometres of us and we didn�t hear him until he fired.� It was a statement rather than a question, but he got a response anyway.
�You�re a real �glass half empty feller� number one. What I would have said was, would they be firing on an unarmed tanker if they knew we were close enough to spit at?�
To the north of them the tankers look-outs never even saw it coming, and the first weapon detonated against the heavily laden vessel amidships, igniting the sixty thousand tonnes of gasoline and twenty tonnes of diesel in a massive explosion that was clearly visible over the horizon on the Mao�s bridge.
The near total darkness of before was now broken by a glow, preceded by a rolling ball of fire that climbed several thousand feet into the clouds before dissipating but the glow from the sea remained, reflecting off the cloud base.
Captain Hong noted that their present course took them on a line uncomfortably close to the fiery gravesite.
�Admiral, may I suggest a change of course by three points to port?�
Putchev shook his head.
�No Captain that will not be necessary, the winds are westerly at this time of year, I do not anticipate them changing.� His thoughts had been with the crew of their latest victim and his voice carried the regret he felt.
�By the time we come up to it the flames will be extending well to our starboard.�
Captain Hong heard the tone of his commander�s voice, and although he did not share the Russian�s feelings, he did understand know him well enough now to know what it meant.
�Sir, they could have announced our presence to the enemy, and they were transporting fuel that would be running Indonesian tank and aircraft engines later.�
�They were sailormen just as you and I are. They were non-combatants with families, and we are not at war with Indonesia captain, nor Argentina either.�
�Not yet Admiral but we will be, and remember that intelligence reports Indonesian forces in Australia.�
As the carriers Mao and Admiral Kuznetsov headed south, so too did the Australian submarine Hooper as she cleared datum at a mere three knots.
Her captains intention was to put distance between his vessel and the last known position of the enemy submarine that had torpedoed the tanker before reporting on events, but two hours later even their sonar could hear the sound of surface vessels heading their way.
The arraignment of vessels heading south, and their types took shape slowly on HMAS Hooper�s plot. Her captain had his hands thrust deep inside his pants pockets studying it, the picture of an invasion fleet that had only one logical destination, and included some dream targets for a submariner.
The First Lieutenant was practically salivating as the contacts were updated with their type, and in some cases even the name of the vessel.
They had the two carriers signatures in their database, as did every allied vessel, courtesy of HMS Hood, and whilst the captain was considering all possible courses of action, the junior officer was working out an attack on the capital ships in his head.
�Okay then.� The captain broke the silence at last. �I want firing solutions on all identified warships, with ASW hulls given priority.�
�We�re attacking then, sir?�
�Not today we�re not, Number One.� Turning to address everyone in the control room, the captain gave his orders. �Apart from a few patrol vessels the rest of the navy is a God awful long way away, and we are the only vessel to have sighted the enemy.� He allowed that to sink in before carrying on. �I intend to let the bastards pass us by before calling this in, and then we will shadow the enemy, reporting as we go.�
All eyes were on him and he knew he commanded their trust, but those faces, from the youngest Rating to the oldest Petty Officer present were a reminder that he held their lives in his hand.
�We are at something of a disadvantage because they can hear better than we can, so I want a contact report prepared and uploaded into an ECB, ready for instant release should we come under attack, plus I want a second ECB readied on a one hour delay.� That second Expendable Communications Buoy would be released once the fleet had passed them by, but would remain at its release depth for sixty minutes before rising to the surface and broadcasting its data in a burst transmission to the nearest communications satellite. Should its transmission be detected, the Hooper would be well clear of the area by that time.
The captain didn�t add that once the weather cleared they would have the enemy fleets ASW aircraft to contend with also, and their survival relied upon all the ships systems being on top line, which they weren�t. The smart ones had already worked that one out for themselves, but none voiced the fact that HMAS Hooper�s days were most probably numbered at best in single figures.
Five miles SW of Vormundberg, Germany: 0214hrs. 19th April.
CSM Probert had brought his men in by groups from the Final RV, placing them into a formation that was triangular in shape, with gun groups at each tip.
The size of the position was dictated by the ground and its available cover, which in this instance gave them a perimeter roughly seventy-five metres long on each side.
They were inside a mixed forest, tall pine trees in managed blocks were a firebreak away from older deciduous and commercially unviable species of conifers that had existed here long before human exploitation had arrived. The ambush site was within a block of the tall pines with forty or so metres of recently deforested ground separating them from the logging track the enemy recce patrol had used. Beyond that track, up a low bank of sand and shingle was an area occupied by shorter elm, birch and scrub oak, with gorse in clumps stretching away to the next plantation block.
Eight of the riflemen formed the flanking sides, and the bulk were positioned along the triangles base, in a line that ran parallel to the track. The centre of that line was the �killer group�, with two additional gimpies on loan from the other two platoons for the duration of the ambush, and the gun groups at the flanking corners of the base were his early warning/cut off groups. It was a formation that provided flank security and a strong rear protection from counter attack.
As with any night operation, solid command and control was essential, and Colin had reorganised the platoon into six groups, killer, left cut off, right cut off, left flank, right flank and rear protection. He only had four junior NCOs so his left flank was commanded by a buckshee Guardsman with a good head on his shoulders.
Each of these sub unit commanders had a PRC 349 on the platoon net, but all signals would be via communications cord, and Colin would decide when radio silence was to be broken.
The centre of the triangle was empty of men, holding only their bergens in a long line awaiting retrieval by the owners; an event which would not take place should the patrol need to make a fighting withdrawal. That eventuality would occur if they found they had bitten off far more than they could chew, such as bumping the point section of a larger element, rather than another fighting patrol of inferior size.
Such was the state of stores within the NATO forces that batteries for the night viewing aids were in chronically short supply, and there were only a half dozen with the patrol, all of which were switched off to conserve their power supply until needed. It was back to basics time, where the human ear and the Mk 1 eyeball were the only senses the soldiers had.
The rain had begun to fall as a fine drizzle during the placing of Claymore mines and manually operated flares outside the perimeter of the position, and with it a strong breeze brought the chill from the still icy north back to the hills and woods of this part of Germany.
Without having to employ a second flare stake and its tripwire, it took a fraction of the time to set up the flare pots to provide illumination on demand, by the simple means of a length of communications cord clamped to the pots base and running back to the ambushers position where a simple tug on the cord would set off the pot.
The Claymores were a different matter and had to be sited with care in order to maximise the effects, and Colin strayed from recommended methods described in the manuals in order to achieve that aim in one or two instances.
Ignoring the idiots guide printed on the inside of the bandoleer, which he knew by heart anyway, Colin and the commanders of each group had gone forward to site the weapons.
He sited his mines starting with the furthest and working in, so he picked his way cautiously along the track he hoped the enemy would appear from, alert for movement until he found what he was seeking.
Colin had personally tested each clicker and coil of cable after drawing the weapons from the Q Bloke, but he wasn�t minded to tempt the laws of Murphy.
Leaving the mine for the moment he removed the cable and M40 test set from the bandoleer and a clicker from a smock pocket. The dust cover from the clicker�s connector was placed between his lips for safe keeping along with the test set�s female connector cover. Plugging the test set into the clicker he moved the safety bail to the Fire position and unzipped his smock, placing them inside the folds and squeezed the clicker, receiving a flash of light from the test set that only he could see. His next act was to remove to cables protective shorting plug and insert the ends into the test set, the other loose ends went into the clicker and the test set went back into his smock where he sent another electrical pulse from the clicker to ensure the cable was still viable.
Disconnecting the clicker and test set he took the small covers back from between his lips and replaced them along with the shorting plug.
Replacing the safety on the clicker he tucked it back into his smock pocket and removed the Claymore and placed it against the base of a tree and adjusted the angle slightly before pressing down firmly, sinking its legs into the soft ground.
A protruding tree root served as anchor for the cable and a figure of eight knot ensure the cable ends couldn�t be accidentally pulled from the mines detonator well.
The shipping plug primer adapter secured the blasting caps in their wells after he had removed them from the bandoleer and carefully inserted them, which left him the quick task of camming the mine up before unreeling the cable back through the trees at an angle to the track.
Six more mines later and Colin had been reasonably happy with their ability to both kill however came along the track, and get themselves out of trouble if his plans went to total rat shit.
Brecon does not teach optimism, it enforces the maxim that no plan survives first contact with the enemy, and that if you prepare for the worst then anything less will be a piece of piss, in short, pessimism counts.
Sixteen of the 3.5 lb weapons were placed about the location but the CQMS had only been able to provide three �Clickers�, M57 firing devices, the hand generator that sends a double three volt pulse along the command wire to the mines. Colin had three clickers of his own that he had �acquired� over the years, and a further four he had borrowed from other individuals in the unit. The commanders on either flank and the gun group Commander on rear protection each had three Claymores to control and Colin was confident that they could manage that number with one clicker each, he on the other hand had seven mines and had a firing device attached to each command wire. Part of Colin�s earlier preparation back in the company location had been to ensure that he knew which clicker was which in the dark, and this he accomplished by waterproofing grains of rice from unused boil in the bag rations. Having dripped candle wax over the grains he held them in place on the sides of the clickers with masking tape, so he could tell by the number of lumps under the tape which clicker was which in the pitched dark by touch alone. If all went well then the patrol would retrieve the unused mines just prior to withdrawal.
At 0023hrs, with the Claymores in place and the firing circuits tested, Colin had reported back to Company HQ with a brief transmission, a codeword informing them his callsign had gone firm and were ready for business.
Over the following two hours the breeze became a wild thing and the drizzle a downpour that the men had to ignore and endure, as the cold earth sapped the heat from their un-insulated bodies.
Colin had strained to see or hear movement on the track in case the enemy had passed the cut-off groups unnoticed in the poor visibility and with the wind and rain drowning out the sound. He could just about make out the sand and shingle bank on the far side of the track, and he never took his eyes off it.
There was little chance of the tired soldiers falling asleep in that environment, but having made their lives thoroughly miserable the weather then relented, tailing off gradually but leaving the patrol cold and soaked.
With the passing of the storm Colin could hear individual drops of rain water falling from the branches of the trees, such is that clarity which follows mother nature�s little tantrums, but he had a nagging worry that gunfire would announce that the enemy fighting patrol had got past them during the storm.
Acutely aware of how sound carries in a wet environment he countered the involuntary trembling of his cold limbs by slowly clenching and unclenching his toes and buttocks, which encouraged some blood to flow to his extremities. Turning his head with deliberate slowness he listened for any out of place sounds coming from the track, and resisted the urge to switch on his night scope with its much-depleted battery.
Colin didn�t hear them but the right hand cut-off group did, and he felt the steady tugs on their communications cord signalling the enemy�s arrival.
Extending the fingers of his left hand he traced the tape he had stuck to the side of the clicker closest to hand, feeling the single protrusion in the otherwise flat surface that confirmed it controlled the claymore he would use to spring the ambush. His right hand grasped the length of communications cord that when pulled would set off a flare pot beyond the track
Alerting the rest of the killer group was a simple matter, as they all lay with legs interlocked the warning signal passed down the line smoothly. The gunners either side of him slowly raised their weapons, pulling the butts into their shoulders and each man locking his wrists together, ensuring a firm grip on the weapons.
Colin could not see a damn thing on the track until a dark shape appeared in front of the sandy bank, silhouetted against its lighter hues.
A column of men was on the track, moving slowly and quietly toward the east and Colin counted them as they appeared.
Eleven had entered the killing zone and that worried Colin because the numbers were a little on the light side for a fighting patrol, but he dared not wait too long on the off chance that there may be stragglers still to come.
He could feel the tension amongst his men and removed the safety from the clicker, closing both eyes tightly to preserve his night vision before closing his left hand firmly and ducking his head to the wet earth.
The concussion from the mines back-blast brought down debris from the branches of the trees above them, and a wave of heat swept over Colin.
The directional mines detonation was nothing like those depicted in Hollywood movies, there was no petrochemical booster to add to the visual effects, and no sound lab created throaty roar. A momentary flash of light of the same duration as that of a flash bulb was accompanied by a thunderclap of sound as the Claymore sent an expanding wall of seven hundred ball bearings outwards at an angle of sixty degrees from the point of detonation. Colin�s right arm jerked back, pulling the communications cord hard and there was a loud crack as the detonator in the flare pot blew off the top of the pot, exposing to the air the white phosphorous it contained.
A heartbeat after the Claymore went off the killer group opened fire almost as one, firing into anything that looked like a man, be it lying down, standing, kneeling or crawling away. They fired into the shadows where the trip flares light couldn�t reach and they fired into the bushes and trees that they could see, and they carried on firing until they heard Colin�s shouted
�Cease fire, cease fire, cease fire!� But as taught they remained in the aim because the cease fire order is merely a dummy, a lure for any enemy still able to make a break for it. Only one did, rising from a shallow piece of dead ground with the intention of getting beyond the illuminated area as fast as possible, he only got two paces from his hiding place before being cut down by a dozen weapons.
In the trip flares light Colin counted eight recognisable bodies, but there were other torn things lying out there, which could be three men nearest the Claymore when it went off. Nothing moved, and he reached inside his tunic, extracting a whistle that hung about his neck from a length of para cord and blew three loud blasts, the real signal to cease firing and also for two pairs to go forward and search the dead for anything of intelligence value.
Speed was now of the essence, and although Colin was fairly confident they had killed all the enemy before them, there was no one within five miles of this spot who was not now aware that they were here.
In the trip flares failing light the searchers moved quickly, but Colin was getting anxious and wanted to be gone from this spot. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing on end, and he was acutely aware that they were out on a limb, over a mile from the safety of friendly lines.
The tug of the communications cord attached to his left boot initially made him think one of his callsign had jumped the gun, snagging it as they moved about in preparation to bug out, but then the night was torn by the detonation of a Claymore behind the position, and with it the rear protection party began firing.
Despite Colin�s instructions to get in his bag and get a full nights kip, Oz found himself lying in the darkness of the shelter bay listening for the sounds of distant conflict. Oz had been in, and heard enough ambushes to know what they sounded like and his mind would not let him relax until he heard the distant boom and two brief instances of gunfire, and then his brain went to neutral and he started to slip into a half sleep in the knowledge that his friend would soon be returning.
It was with a start that Oz came to full wakefulness and it took him a moment to work out what had disturbed him. With an oath he groped for the maggots zipper and dragged it down, kicking his legs clear and dragging his SLR out of the bags folds before crawling quickly into the firebay.
In the darkness he could make out the shape of the 2 Pl Guardsman who was trench-sitting for the night. The soldier was looking toward the southwest when Oz emerged but turned his head toward the Sergeant.
�Summat�s up, sarge.�
Away from the warmth of the sleeping bag the chill night air made its presence felt but he ignored it as he listened to a smattering of small arms fire that tailed off into silence, before crouching to retrieve his woolly pully and smock from the bay and pulling them on hurriedly.
There was a distant flash of light, followed a moment later by two more in rapid succession but it took several seconds for the sound of the explosions to reach his ears as rolling booms, by which time red and green tracer rounds appeared, the stray ricochets from opposing forces.
The gunfire re-started in an almost halfhearted way but grew into a steady sustained roar dulled by distance, punctuated by the bangs of exploding hand grenades and the deeper thumps of detonating Claymore mines. Someone out there decided to put some light on the subject and a shermouli rose above the trees like a rocket on bonfire night, where its parachute flare gave the combatants a harsh and short lived chemical light to fight by.
Oz knew that there were no other friendly patrols in that area, which could only mean his mate and the platoon, were in deep dido.
Shrugging into his fighting order he put on his helmet and gathered up his SLR, before climbing from the trench.
The sounds of the firefight continued as he made his way behind the mainly empty trenches to find out what the score was with the men who had dug them.
L/Cpl Bethers had been surprised at the earlier O Group to find himself assigned the responsible slot of commanding the rear protection party, a task that CSM Probert almost always gave to the capable Sergeant Osgood when he led a patrol. It had dispelled the nagging feeling that he had screwed up during the grenade incident.
As important as it was, guarding everyone�s back, it was also one that entailed an aspect of divorce from the main proceedings in not knowing what was happening elsewhere. In some, this could be the cause of restlessness, and in others lethargy, so the young NCO was alert for signs that members of his small party had mentally switched off, or might compromise them all by fidgeting.
They had endured the wind and rain in much the same way as the rest had, by gritting their teeth and enduring it, but Bethers had found himself wishing the enemy would get his skates on so they could all get back to the company location and roll into their maggots.
With the springing of the ambush Bethers had switched on his night scope, scanning their surrounds without the device being hindered by the trip flares light. It had shown only the wet landscape in green hues, and reassured by this he had switched the device off.
His next look had been a different story as the shapes of armed men were now moving amongst the trees to at his twelve o�clock and ten o�clock, moving cautiously to envelop the British position, whilst several more were picking their way silently through the undergrowth, heading straight for the lance corporal and his gun group.
Bethers froze momentarily as he tried to decide what best to do, whether to call up the CSM and report, leaving the decision making to someone else, or whether to act. Immediately to his left lay his gun group and he alerted them to the danger with a thumbs down gesture before removing the safety on his own clicker and tugging on the communications cord before firing the mine.
On the track, the searching pairs stopped what they were doing but took differing courses of action in response to the fresh firing. The left hand pair dropped to the ground and began looking for threats, whilst their neighbours turned and ran back the way they had come. The runners were caught in a hail of fire from the direction their prey had come from, and sent tumbling into the mud before the unseen firers switched aim to the second pair.
As the trip flare sputtered and died Colin located the clicker for his number five Claymore, which was actually the first mine he had placed and was sighted along that track but facing towards his own position.
Colin filled his lungs and yelled at the top of his voice. �Incoming!� and the Guardsmen hugged the wet earth. Some of the mines seven hundred ball bearings sent splinters of wood down onto the exposed backs of the British troops but the six soviet paratroopers further down the track who were doing the firing were torn to shreds by the mine exploding behind them, allowing the second pair of searchers to regain the Guards position.
Switching his night scope on Colin swept it around and decided that the time for radio silence was long past.
�Hello all stations One One, this is Sunray, sitrep, over?�
Answering in sequence clockwise starting with the right cut off group, then the right flank, rear protection, left flank and finally the left cut off group, CSM Probert learnt their situation.
�One One Alpha, we have movement from our ten o�clock through to four o�clock, all foxhounds okay, over.�
�One One Bravo, movement to our front, all foxhounds okay, over.�
L/Cpl Bethers sounded breathless, the product of adrenaline still coursing through his system.
�One One Charlie, we bumped four attempting to infiltrate, we have movement from our eight to two o�clock. No foxhounds down, one Claymore expended, over�
�One One Delta, no enemy seen but we can hear them to our front, all foxhounds okay, over.�
Colin bit his lip; he had an awful feeling he did not want to hear what his final callsign had to say.
�One One Echo, troops in the trees from our eight o�clock, that�s who Delta are hearing, through to two o�clock, no foxhounds down, over.�
His platoon was surrounded which left him with two options, to break out or to dig in and hang on. It took a moment to decide on his course of action, and on changing his PRC 349 to the company frequency he sent his own sitrep.
Making his way to the company CP, Oz passed the mortar section attached to 1 Company and damn near got shot by their sentry who had been paying more attention to his mates laying on the 81mm tubes for a fire mission, than to what he was supposed to be doing. He hadn�t seen Oz until the sergeant was almost on top of him and had received a brief yet ear-blistering bollocking.
Oz could not get inside the CP, all the signallers had been roused and there was no space but CSM Tessler saw him peering through the blackout and squeezed his way out to join him above ground.
His eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness and he inhaled the smell of the trees and damp earth about them.
�How�s it going Oz?�
�That depends, is the platoon in trouble?�
The earlier high rate of fire in the distance was ebbing and flowing with periods of silence in between.
�They may have bumped the point section of a company, and not another patrol. They just fought off one attack and Col is digging in and calling for mortar fire support.�
Oz nodded.
�I passed the mortars on the way here, they aren�t firing though?�
�Brigade have tasked an Apache to do an over flight with infra-red to get a handle on opposition numbers, they won�t fly with rounds going down range� as soon as they are done then Colin gets his fire missions.�
Oz frowned but in the dark Ray Tessler couldn�t see the wrinkled forehead. �A handle on numbers, am I missing something here?� Irritation was growing within him. �� just shoot the sodding missions and worry about sodding numbers later, for God�s sake!�
Ray let the fit of pique pass before gesturing toward an unattended Warrior, which he headed towards whilst fishing a packet of cigarettes from a breast pocket. Once inside where the light wouldn�t show he handed one across.
�The company commander doesn�t like me smoking, he thinks it sets a bad example to the boys and is bad for my health� like being an infantryman in a war zone isn�t.�
When they had both lit up he blew out a lung full of smoke.
�There�s the remnants of a soviet airborne brigade wandering around somewhere in our rear, the brigade commander wants to know if this is some of them trying to regain their lines and the recce that got spotted was them looking for a safe route, rather than an attack on our support units.�
Sat across from him in the darkness Oz took a drag on his fag, illuminating his features in orange light.
�If it is a small group they�ll call it a day and try to find another way around Ray, but if it�s more than a company they may try to fight their way through.�
�I think that has occurred to them up at brigade Oz, and they will see it as a chance to take out some of those soviet airborne.�
Oz stubbed out the cigarette angrily.
�That�s my platoon and my mate out there, Ray.�
�And your platoon and your mate are British soldiers Oz, doing a soldiers job.�
�Yeah I know, I don�t have to be ecstatic about it though.�
Back in the forest a panting Guardsman crawled through the undergrowth dragging a pair of Bergens. Rounds cracked through the trees above him but only enough to harass the Guardsmen and remind them they weren�t alone.
The sounds of feverish digging by men hampered by the necessity of having to do it lying prone, filled the air. On arriving back at his position he found CSM Probert had carried on digging a shell scrape for him, and he uttered a word of thanks as the CSM picked up his bondook and crawled back into the trees, taking six of the riflemen and a gimpy with him.
Now that each of his men were reunited with their Bergens and the extra ammunition they held, Colin set up shop in the centre of the location where he could best control things. He sent a pair of riflemen to reinforce each of the flanks and kept the remaining two with the GPMG as a quick reaction force, only then did he begin digging some cover for himself.
So far they had been bloody lucky, the last attack had showed that the soviet airborne troops did not know the disposition or numbers of those they were taking on. It had come at his right cut off group from directly across the track, and half the paratroopers had unknowingly entered the original killing zone dominated by the killer group, and a combination of small arms and Claymores had chopped them up. They hadn�t been quite as fortunate with the remainder though and Colin had to bring up the remaining gimpy from the killer group in order to beat them back, but they had still managed to get within grenade range of the Guardsmen, killing one of his men and slightly wounding another.
His own shell scrape was only a couple of inches deep when someone screamed a warning, and mortar rounds began exploding on the position.
Seven and a half miles north an oblong shaped radar array sat at the rear of a Foden truck, pointing toward the forest. It picked out each mortar round twice during its time of flight and the information allowed the operators of �Arthur�, the artillery locating radar, to backtrack the flight of the rounds to within ten feet of the base plate positions they had been fired from. The information was passed along until it arrived at B Battery, 17 Field Regiment Royal Artillery, and the barrels of its AS 90, 155mm self-propelled guns swung around to the required bearing and elevation, but remained there without firing.
Colin lay in the shallow depression with his hands pressed to his ears as yet another belt of mortar rounds straddled the Guards enclave, one striking a tree and amputating the top twenty feet from the rest of the trunk, splinters of wood found soft tissue below as the severed section crashed down.
Colin didn�t hear the beat of rotor blades passing overhead, but the Apaches occupants noted the fall of shot matched the point on the map they had been told the friendly forces were, they reported that important item back and continued with their task.
Once the last round had impacted Colin called for another sitrep before again switching to the company net, requesting once again the defensive fires that would bracket his position and give them some breathing space to carry out a quick reorg. He didn�t hear the reply because the ground rose up and smacked him in the face, filling his mouth with mud and pine needles as more rounds slammed onto the position.
It takes bags of guts and discipline to make maximum use of supporting fire, because it entails the risk of taking casualties from it. While the rounds were still landing a Russian paratrooper captain rose to his feet just across the wide firebreak from the Guards right flank and ran forwards, firing from the hip. Two dozen men followed him, well spread out in a line and screaming like banshee�s as they did so.
Nikoli grunted in pain as he was struck in the right thigh, but the leg didn�t collapse so he ran on, borne along by a mixture of fear and adrenaline.
Halfway across the firebreak the sound of his men firing was replaced by two tremendous explosions, and he flinched and faltered, deafened by the blasts and robbed of his night vision by the flash of the detonations.
Falling to the ground he squeezed his eyes closed to rid them of the after image left by the flashes, and on opening them again he looked to his left and right, seeing that two men were still with him, but of the rest they either lay screaming in wounded agony or broken and motionless where they had been flung.
Pure luck had guided him to this spot; the Claymore that had covered this area had been fired on the previous assault, which was cold comfort for the men on the left and right.
Raising his head a fraction Nikoli could see they were just twelve or so feet from the tree line, and muzzle flashes from the dark interior showed the NATO troops perimeter was about ten feet beyond that.
Fresh firing came from behind them and Nikoli knew the next wave was about to begin its assault. His right thigh was now throbbing in earnest but he ignored the pain and reached inside an ammunition pouch for a grenade, showing it to the other two men who did the same, and when all three pins were pulled he raised himself on one arm and they threw them towards the nearest enemy position.
When all three grenades went off he pushed himself to his feet but stumbled as his right leg gave way and was then knocked over backwards by the falling body of one of the men, his right leg was bent backwards, trapped underneath him and he screamed in agony, pushing at the dead paratroopers body that bore him down.
In his pain Nikoli was only distantly aware of the ground bucking beneath him, with the detonation of 81mm mortar rounds impacting on the next wave of paratroops, and the more distant explosions of 155mm artillery rounds creating ruin on the soviet mortar line. With a final heave he rolled away the dead body and freed his injured leg, but relief brought a roaring in his ears and darkness dimmed his vision as the rain began once more, beating down upon the already sodden terrain.
Colin lay on his side and planted a foot on the prone body of a soviet para that had breached the perimeter, entering through a gap created by the grenading, and gripping the pistol grip of his SLR with both hands he pulled backwards, freeing the attached bayonet that emerged from the dead man�s chest with a sucking sound.
His hands shook and he had to take a deep breath to compose himself before leading his tiny reserve at a crawl towards the sound of screaming at the point of penetration. A Guardsman thrashed on the ground with both hands pressed before his eyes, and Colin could only remove a morphine syrette and jab it into the blinded man�s thigh. He emptied the man�s ammunition pouches, handing one of the magazines and a grenade to a rifleman before unzipping the casualties smock, extracting a belt of fifty rounds which he snapped in half, tossing one half to the gunner. He repeated this with the wounded man�s oppo after confirming no pulse remained, but stuffed everything inside his own smock for redistribution elsewhere, and finally he removed the I.D tags from about the neck and put them in a pocket.
Colin left his pair of Guardsman plugging the gap and hauled the wounded soldier back to the centre of the position by the yoke of his webbing, where he left him.
The Army Air Corps AH Mk 1 Apache finished its sweep at the forests southern edge and egresses to the north east to take up a holding pattern whilst someone decided what next it should do.
Standing in the open and listening to the sound of it depart a soviet paratrooper removed his helmet and raised his face toward the falling rain. The droplets made little effect on the grease based camouflage cream that broke up the contours of features made gaunt by half rations and near exhaustion, and failed to absorb into the matted greying hair that was normally shaved almost to the scalp.
As if accepting that the rain could not wash away the weight of responsibility he shook his head as a dog rids its coat of unwanted suds, and replaced the headgear.
He viewed the members of his small staff that crouched beneath the bows of the trees.
�Gentlemen, I do not believe that taking cover fooled that aircraft for a second, they know we are here now.�
Reaching down he assisted one of the men to his feet but the man could only grunt his thanks, a dressing about his head held a shattered jaw in place and the often cold soup he was forced to ingest did not provided sufficient calories. He was desperately weak and for a few moments he clung to the arm of Colonel General Alontov as he fought for balance. �It�s alright Stefan, one way or another our trek is coming to an end.�
Without aid from their own forces Alontov had led his units back towards the east, largely avoiding the limited forces SACEUR had been able to spare for mopping up.
Their radios had failed even before leaving Braunschweig, because there is a limit to how much an airborne unit can carry and without a single re-supply drop the radios had lasted only as long as their finite stock of batteries.
The route east had been a zigzag affair of forced marches by night and mainly sleepless days after they had gone to ground to avoid detection during the daylight hours. Fires were out of the question and the inclement weather had denied them much in the way of sleep.
�I do not know what forces are currently ahead of us but I think we can be certain that they will increase, come the dawn.�
Those present watched him divest himself of all equipment except that needed to fight, and then they too removed their packs and filled pockets with the spare ammunition they held.
�Send runners out to each of the battalion commanders, inform them that NATO knows the brigade is here in this forest and they are to act as they see fit in their own individual circumstances. Either to dig in or to try and break out� just cause as much mayhem as possible to draw NATO reserves away from the front�
Standing quietly on the fringes were the two company commanders of his own elite Spetznaz troops who had jumped into Leipzig with him a hundred years ago, or so it now seemed. Over a third of their number had fallen since that night, and now an equal number carried wounds.
Serge left his staff to complete their preparations and led the pair away.
�Well now boys, we have some proper work to do, no more of this skulking in the woods and avoiding fights with half trained Bundswehr reservists. The funds we appropriated from the late Comrade Peridenko have been divided up equally and someone I trust in Moscow will be delivering it in gold to the next of kin of everyone in the companies, the dead and the still living.�
Neither man replied, accepting the deeper meaning of the words with fatalism.
�Go and bring up your men to the track junction we just passed, I have some final details to go over with the staff and then I shall join you there.�
The more senior of the company commanders had shared many adventures and adversities with his boss and had obeyed without question every order he had been given, be it to torch an Afghan hill village or act as chauffeur to a beautiful blonde air hostess, returning her home from a burning dacha.
�What are your orders Colonel General?�
Serge smiled in the darkness.
�Someone picked a fight with us tonight Mikhail, and we are going to finish it.�

CHAPTER SIX

The defensive fires bought the beleaguered platoon of Guardsmen the time to shorten their perimeter, bring the wounded into the centre of the position and do a proper redistribution of the ammunition. Relocation also necessitated a resumption of digging, the hacking out of fresh shell scrapes to replace those they had abandoned.
Twice the Guardsmen stopped the digging to defend the position against attacks coming from their left, and the second of these was unhindered by Claymores. In that second attack on their left, soviet paratroopers breached the perimeter and the fighting became a hand-to-hand melee of fists, boots, bayonets and entrenching tools before they were driven off.
The attackers left nine behind, seven lying inside and outside of the position and two wounded, who Colin had moved to the centre with his own wounded once they had been stripped of weapons.
Ammunition could become a problem later, so he had each rifleman give up twenty rounds which the gunners No.2s made up into belts using expended links. Those belts would be all �Ball�, with no tracer included but at the ranges the fights were taking place at there was no need.
He added another two sets of ID tags to the six already in a pocket of his smock and wiped off blood and hair from the edge of his entrenching tool, before continuing with his shell scrape.
Not too far away, the opposition had backed off and were carrying out their own reorg after the failure of their hasty attacks upon the British position, and following this there was a lull until more mortars could be brought up in preparation for a deliberate attack.
The Apaches thermal imager couldn�t provide an exact head count for the heat sources they had found but they reported between fifteen hundred and two thousand men were down in the trees, and headquarters 3(UK) Mechanised ordered the immediate reinforcement of the rear screen before requesting permission from SACEUR to employ MLRS on those concentrations not engaged or gravitating toward the Guards platoon in the forest.
Lt Col Reed had sent for Jim Popham, ordering him to take a company worth of the 82nd men in Warriors to the point where 1 Platoon was supposed to pass through into the rear of 7th/8th Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders lines.
Once he had taken a platoon from each of the American companies Jim mounted the lead AFV and was about to give the signal for the ten vehicles to move off, when he heard the sound of someone rapping on the troop hatch door. It opened to admit Sergeant Osgood.
�Sir, may I have your permission to come along, sir please?�
Major Popham did not immediately give that permission. �Sergeant, I have all the men I need, why should I bring you?�
�Interpreter sir, you don�t speak Geordie.�
Jim opened his mouth to deny the request, but there was an edge of desperation in the man�s voice and he nodded his assent instead.
�Okay, let�s get this show on the road then, climb in and shut that hatch.�
Oz started to close it but a large meaty paw appeared in the open hatchway, followed by Arnie Moore�s broad frame.
The RSM didn�t ask the major for permission he just clambered in and growled at a young trooper, who hurriedly budged up to make room for him.
Jim�s voiced his exasperation.
�Sarn�t Major, just what the hell are you doing here?�
Arnie seated himself opposite Oz.
�Interpreter sir.�
The major gestured towards the Guards sergeant. �Apparently that alleged need has already been met, thank you.�
�Yes sir, I see that.� Arnie replied, and then nodded at Sergeant Osgood sat opposite.
�But he doesn�t speak American.�
Jim clambered into the fighting vehicles cupola, muttering something about his wife having more control over the second graders in her school than he had over grown men in a military unit.
During the lull L/Cpl Bethers found that a weariness had come over him, a reaction from the adrenaline that ceased its infusion into his system and he caught himself doing neck breakers, the involuntary nodding of the head as the brain switches off. Removing his helmet he bent his head to allow the rain to fall unhindered onto his neck in an effort to revive himself, but the exhaustion was too great and his eyes closed.
It could not have been more than a few minutes later that he awoke suddenly, his heart pounding in the guilty realisation that he had fallen asleep, and then he noticed his gunner was snoring. His small command had fallen asleep at the switch and he reached across to angrily shake them to wakefulness.
The flash of lightning startled him, but not as much as the impression he had out of the corner of his eye of a figure stood beside a tree just a dozen paces away from their position. Snatching up his rifle he brought it up to his shoulder, cursing the light that had robbed him of his night vision but the next bolt of lightning, following quickly after the first revealed only an empty landscape of trees and churned, water logged forest floor.
Bethers released the breath he had been holding before rudely awakening the gunner and his number two. Thunder boomed in the distance and all of them now lay with one eye closed to preserve night vision against the sudden flashes that preceded them.
Colin crawled around the perimeter checking the men and whispering words of encouragement. He too had found himself falling into a doze and recognising it for what it was he went off to do the rounds. Of his remaining twenty three men still able to fight he caught seven of them sleeping, and awoke each one by cradling an earlobe of the offender with an index finger, and then digging a thumbnail into the soft flesh. It brought instant awareness to the individual without causing them to call out in pain or alarm. Once back in the land of the living he whispered to each of these the same verdict on their lack of self-discipline.
�You just lost yer shaggin name, bonnie lad.� Then he moved onto the nearest NCO or senior Guardsmen to inform them of something quite similar, and ensure that they did their job in future.
Jim Popham found 1 Platoons Warriors in a long line behind varying depths of cover, where they could assist the Highlanders with their 30mm Rarden cannons if called upon. The 82nd Warriors moved into laager a tactical bound behind them and their turrets swung outwards to cover interlocking arcs of fire. Jim left the APC, or �Track� in Americanese, to pass the word. Stay close to the vehicles; don�t go visiting the neighbours who talk even weirder than the Coldstreamer�s. Maintain radio silence, only smoke inside the vehicles, and don�t goof off. As soon as it was light enough they would be moving out to link up with 1 Platoon, so their time would be best employed by preparing their weapons.
The younger and more inexperienced wanted to know why they weren�t already moving out, and he took the time to explain the frightmare, which that course of action would quickly become. In a night action in a forest against a superior force of infantry, Command and Control would go out the window as men became disorientated and got separated, fire fights between friendly troops would be a certainty, and no amount of available artillery support could prevent them from getting bogged down and surrounded in those circumstances, needing they themselves to be extracted.
He was approaching the sixth vehicle with his orders when a figure left the huddle of paratroopers stretching their legs and gassing in whispers beside it, shoulders hunched against the rain. The figure ducked out of view back into the fighting vehicle and after giving the men his instructions he went to investigate.
Three men sat in the darkness inside and by the shielded light of his minimag Jim recognised each of the paratroopers, but the boots and camouflage trousers protruding from the gunners seat in the turret were of British pattern rather than US Army.
Addressing the nearest trooper he asked the question. �Who�s that?�
�Koplenski sir, new guy.�
�Brandt, you are a heartbeat away from becoming a permanent resident on my shit list.�
Brandt gave a resigned shrug.
�It�s Company Sergeant Major Tessler, sir.�
Jim raised his voice slightly. �CSM, be so good as to be waiting beside my track when I return from rounds� � � don�t make me hunt you down and shoot you like a dog, ok?�
�Sir!� a disembodied voice replied.
Serge and Mikhail were lying two hundred yards from the Guards perimeter when they were joined by a soldier who knelt beside them to pull back on his equipment from where it had lain.
�Zdarovy?�
The soldier lay prone beside Serge before reporting.
�They are where they were reported to be by the survivors of the company they broke, Colonel General. The perimeter is about twenty metres inside their block of trees.� He described in detail the locations of the shell scrapes and each gun position.
�Strength?�
�Maybe an under strength platoon, sir. They will not be a problem for us.�
Serge was not quite as optimistic, whoever these enemy troops were they had already defeated three times their own numbers, the amount generally recognised for the successful over-running of a defended position. It was clear that only a planned assault would succeed where the previous hasty attacks had failed, hence the reconnaissance by his most experienced scout.
He squinted as lightning painted the forest momentarily white, robbing it of all colour, and then he had to blink frantically before continuing.
�Those damned mines of theirs are a problem, did you locate any or have they expended them all?" The soldiers answer was lost amid the sound of thunder and he paused before repeating himself
�Sir, I found none along either their left or right flanks, I believe they have used them all there. Three remain covering the track and at the rear they still have two, however neither of those will now function as desired when they need them.�
Nodding in satisfaction Serge dismissed the man back to his section with a word of praise, before sending a runner back to the first of the new mortar lines. The orders he gave his Spetznaz commanders sent Mikhail and his men to the left flank of the enemy position, to incorporate the remnants of the paratroopers company and set up a point of fire. Serge would take the other company to the rear where he would lead the assault. Neither company commander was happy with that item but Serge would not be swayed. Should the attack fail then they would reform and provide covering fire for Mikhail�s company to attack from the left.
Had they not expended all their RPGs in the house-to-house fighting in Braunschweig they would have employed them with telling effect here, but there was no point in wishing for what no longer remained.
Whoever succeeded would fight through the NATO position and reorganise amongst the gorse beyond the logging track, where the remainder would join them before moving off to attack the reported field workshops the recce patrol had seen.
�What arrangements for the wounded sir?�
�If they can move unassisted and still fight, then they come with us� otherwise they will have to be left behind. No dawdling on the NATO position my friends, once they go off the air their artillery may give it serious attention.� Serge knew the dawn was approaching and with it NATO air and ground units. They were running out of time and he wanted to finish things here and get clear of this forest to where they could create as much havoc amongst the enemy as he could.
Each of his men had been carrying a mortar round in their packs since they had evacuated Braunschweig, and with relief they had filed past a series of mortarmen on tracks, firebreaks and in clearings on the way to the start line, handing the munitions over where they were stacked up by type, high explosive and smoke. Some of the rounds were captured NATO munitions; the 81mm rounds performed perfectly well out of the Russian 82mm tubes. It went without saying that NATO could not utilise captured Red Army munitions in the same way and this went for all calibres of weapon. For decades, since the raising of the Iron Curtain they had planned on being able to make use of their potential opponents stores whilst denying those same forces the use of their own, and all by the simple act of producing gun barrels just a smidge wider than their enemies.
With five alternate sites roughly 300m apart, beside their current one, they could hopefully stay ahead of the NATO artillery, but they would not have the luxury of bedding in the base plates by firing rounds, and therefore accuracy would suffer. With the counter battery threat there could be no adjusting fire, they would send over a single belt of rounds and then relocate at the run, carrying the barrels, bipods, base plates, aiming posts and sights. The on-site stock of rounds at each mortar line would be abandoned once they displaced, but if NATO artillery did not respond then that position, and those rounds, could be utilised again.
The runner who arrived at the mortars had paced out the distance from the start line on his way, and fractional adjustments to the elevation of the barrels were made accordingly. Now that all was set the lieutenant commanding the section watched the luminous minute hand of his timepiece creep around its face.
Jim Popham was on his way back to his own Warrior when a rumbling started from the north. He thought it was still thunder at first but the sound continued on unabated, and he paused to listen for a moment to what would become known as the largest artillery bombardment in Europe since the Second World War, as the Red Army made a final effort to break the NATO line.
The sound was eclipsed by the detonations much closer to home of several thousand bomblets arriving on the largest concentrations of soviet airborne troops, and Jim flinched, putting his hands to his ears to drown out the cacophony of sound.
Ray Tessler was trying not to feel like a schoolboy sent to wait outside the headmaster�s office when Major Popham returned, however the American merely informed him he would command one of the 1 Platoon vehicles, as would Oz and Arnie.
On the soviet mortar line the soldiers glanced apprehensively up at the skies, wondering if an MLRS had targeted the real estate they were currently occupying. The forest still reverberated with the echoes of the bomblets that had just annihilated about two thirds of each battalion�s strength and the officer had to snap at them to return their attention to the business at hand.
The lieutenant raised his arm, in his uplifted hand the white pages of an open notebook stood out clearly in the dark and the number two men on each mortar inserted the finned base of a round into the muzzles and paused, retaining their grip on the round as they watched for the arm to fall. As the second hand completed the minute his arm swept downwards and the rounds were released.
The recoil sank the base plates an inch into the earth, and then the bipods retaining collars were unclipped, the barrels were unseated from those same base plates which were then hauled from the sucking mud by anxious hands.
�Arthur� was still scanning the forest and had computed the mortar lines location even as the first mortar barrel was being slung onto a shoulder by a soldier already running toward the next position, as fast as his burden would allow him.
The 155mm rounds landed slightly �over�, but still close enough to have killed anyone remaining. As it was the concussions bowled over the last of the retreating men despite the two hundred metres worth of trees between himself and the point of impact.
Coming so soon after the employment of the MLRS, Colin�s first reaction to the belt of mortar rounds straddling the logging track was that they were about to become blue on blue casualties, those targeted by accident by friendly forces. One Nine, the company commander, assured him otherwise and it was several minutes before this was repeated, the rounds landing alongside the firebreak to their left and bringing a tree crashing down.
Counter battery fire moaned mournfully overhead and with a large degree of satisfaction several Guardsmen cheered on hearing secondary explosions, but the men were not cheering five minutes later when the next belt arrived, landing square on to their position with one of the rounds exploding amongst the collection of wounded.
L/Cpl Bethers ignored the screams and switched on his nightscope. According to his watch the dawn should soon be breaking but for now it was as dark as pitch. The low pitched hum the device emitted cut out without warning, its batteries exhausted and Bethers placed it to one side and gripped the trip fares communications cord, carefully pulling it taut in readiness for use.
The next fall of mortar rounds was again by the logging track, but this time they were smoke rounds rather than HE and the defenders on that side listened hard for an attack to emerge from that direction.
B Battery received the fire mission but received a �stop� order from the brigade artillery rep. On receiving the gun lines acknowledgement brigade sent the Apache back into the area for a damage assessment of the MLRS strikes. The Apache had monitored the cat and mouse game between the enemy mortars and their own artillery, and on their own initiative made a beeline for that area of forest. It wasn�t the mission they had been given, but that could wait a little longer.
Thoroughly winded by their exertions the mortar crews reached their next base plate position and flopped down in the mud, too spent to continue until they had at least regained their breath.
The sound of the helicopters beating blades came upon them quickly, but the trees masked the direction the low flying aircraft was approaching from until it cleared the pines at the northern end of the clearing.
Flaring to a halt barely six feet above the treetops its downwash whipped the branches of the conifers to frenzy, and the belly mounted chain gun pivoted downwards, questing the heat sources below. 30mm cannon shells marched across the clearing sending up geysers of mud in a line until it reached the weary mortar crews who were only just starting to react. Too late, much too late for all but three who managed to reach the trees, then finally the helicopter banked away to disappear into the rain swept pre-dawn.
Bethers hissed at his gunner to stop gawping over his shoulder and look to his front. �I can�t see shag all corpor� � The unmistakeable sound of someone stumbling in the dark interrupted him and Bethers tugged hard on the communications cord, which set off the flare pot to reveal the approaching first line of soviet troops.
Taking up his clicker Bethers squeezed not once but twice, because the Claymore failed to detonate on the first and subsequent attempts. His gunner on seeing the difficulty immediately opened fire along with his number two, aiming short bursts at individuals amongst the trees. Bethers unplugged the firing cable from the clicker and hurriedly inserted into it the cable for his last mine, and with a final look to ensure the enemy were in range of where the mine should be he depressed the clicker�s generator arm.
The firing of the flare pot had got Colin�s attention but Bethers did not answer his radio. He was already crawling towards the rearmost position as the gimpy and riflemen to either side of the gun group engaged targets he himself could not yet see due to the severed boughs and splintered sections of tree trunks that had steadily accumulated on the forest floor since the ambush.
To add to their woes they were now being taken under fire from the left by crew served automatic weapons, firing on sustained fire rates.
He paused long enough to call in a fire mission to suppress the fire from the left before peering around the bole of a tree.
He could see the soviet troops skirmishing toward them through the trees and then his eyes fell on something closer to, in a tree a few paces from Bethers and his gun group. He recognised the firing cable wrapped around the object, strapping it to a tree trunk where it had been repositioned and faced down at an angle at the defenders.
Bethers finally connected the end of the cable into a clicker and Colin saw him glance toward the soviet troops, judging the moment to fire.
�NO BETHERS!�
The gun group and riflemen in the nearest shell scrapes disappeared amid black smoke, the welter of flying wood splinters, blood, bone and mud blown skywards by the impacting shrapnel from the Claymore. A white phosphorus grenade exploded, set off in the pouch of one of the gun group by the impact of a ball bearing passing through the pouch. The rounds in magazines next to the grenade began cooking off in the intense heat it produced.
Colin removed a grenade from a pouch and called up the remaining groups on his PRC 349, ordering them to send every other man to form a new line level with his shell scrape, and then knelt up to throw the grenade beyond the lingering smoke.
As he threw, the first figure emerged out of the smoke, silhouetted against flare pots glow and Colin snatched up his SLR, bringing it up into the aim and shot him through the chest. The grenade went off out of sight, and he heard screams from at least one injured man before hurriedly crawling backwards.
Coming through the trees with the second line of troops, Serge saw the first wave disappearing into the white smoke seventy metres ahead, and the firing from the flank paused while the gunners shifted aim, keeping the fire ahead of their own troops.
The first band of light appeared on the eastern horizon but down in the trees this was hardly noticeable. The rain was still falling from above as Serge urged his line forward and shouted at the third line to also speed up when firing from the contested position rose in ferocity. Splashing through puddles they were moving forwards at a jog to close on the position when cannon shells began exploding amongst the third line of the company. The man beside him hesitated, looking fearfully up towards the sound of the beating blades and Serge grabbed an arm, dragging him on to where the Apache would not be able to attack for fear of hitting friendly troops.
Mortar rounds, definitely unfriendly ones, landed in the vicinity of the second company, and the fire support from there faltered.
Serge ran across the firebreak and into the block NATO occupied, where he slowed to a walk, crouching over to present a smaller target and keeping tree trunks between himself and the sound of firing.
As he drew closer he saw the attack was stalled, so he took the next four men into the block to within grenade range. The flare pot had burnt itself out and Serge waited for more light, the risks of a grenade hitting a tree and bouncing back amongst friendly troops was too great.
A shermouli rose from the far end of the block to provide light for the defenders, and on a command from Serge they all threw together.
The shock effect brought a pause in the defenders fire, and Colin shouted for its resumption. The Guardsman on the gimpy to his right didn�t respond, Colin could see a leg unmoving on the other side of the tree he was lying beside, and he reached over to give it an angry yank. He found himself holding a severed limb which he gaped at for a second before getting a grip on himself, and none too soon either because the soviet troops were rising up from behind cover, still firing but with bayonets fixed.
He scrambled to his feet to meet the rush of the nearest soldier, steel rang on steel as he parried aside the others bayonet with the barrel of his own and following the movement through, driving the toe of the SLRs butt into the soldier�s throat before stepping back quickly into the on-guard stance. A large man with greying hair visible beneath the rim of his helmet rushed at him from the side and Colin pivoted but had to jump back a step when his parry was expertly avoided and the others sharp point narrowly missed impaling him. Colin dummied a jab with the intention of turning the blade in whichever direction his opponent dodged, but the illumination from the parachute flare died suddenly. Colin, unsighted, thrust to the left but the wind left his lungs with an audible �Oof� and he was driven backwards until he came up against the trunk of a tree.
He tried to move but something was holding him there, and of a sudden he felt light headed, dropping his own weapon and reaching down to find the cause he burned his hands on the hot barrel of his opponents.
He couldn�t feel any pain, and he was aware of a dark figure in front of him tugging at the weapon to free the blade that stuck through him and into the trunk behind.
Groping inside his smock, his hand finding what he sought and withdrawing it. His arm felt so very heavy, and the sky seemed to be getting darker rather than lighter. The dark form was working the blade from side to side now, and as it came free Colin fired twice before the 9mm Yarygin fell from fingers suddenly turned nerveless.
An hour before dawn an Argyll�s listening post had the men of that unit standing to, having reported movement toward the forests edge, 300m from the Scottish positions. Seven minutes later a trip flare went off at a track junction DF�d by the Jocks and it was engaged by a GPMG in the SF, sustained fire role. Mounted on a heavy tripod, all the DFs and FPFs, the Defensive Fires and Final Protective Fires, had been live registered, in other words they had previously put rounds onto the target when it had been identified as a possible approach route or forming up point. It was all part of the defensive preparation of a position.On that occasion the compass bearing and the angle of elevation of the barrel had been recorded for later use if called for. No further fire for effect was required once this was done; the gunner and his number two unlocked the mount allowing the gun to be pivoted about its axis onto the required settings. They then ensured the elevation bubble incorporated in the detachable C2 sight was level, and locked the tripod mount.
The gun that engaged the track junction wasn�t from the company that had it on its frontage, but its neighbour on the left. The GPMG produces an oval shaped beaten zone, the area where its rounds land, and by firing at an oblique angle to the target the beaten zone more effectively covered the area of the target.
Here in the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders lines the Warriors laager was only about a mile from 1 Platoon, and Oz paid only passing attention to the streams of tracer arcing over to land a short way beyond the edge of the forest. He was about the only man left outside of a vehicle as the thunder storm drew closer and the electrical activity in the clouds had picked up the gauntlet thrown down by the Red Army artillery, giving a demonstration of how many decibels it was really possible to produce in two thousandths of a second.
There had been little in the way of small arms fire from the direction of his platoon since they had arrived here, only mortar fire at intervals and then finally the sound of a helicopter with rapid firing cannon out in the darkness.
He had his own radio on the platoon net and listened in silence to the sitrep�s that reported the growing list of casualties, impatient for the dawn to arrive and their departure from this place.
Major Popham had briefed the commanders of the three platoons plus Arnie, Oz and Ray on how he had decided they were going to do this. Rather than go in dismounted with the APCs following on, he was going to employ two parallel firebreaks that led almost directly to 1 Platoons position, and use the fighting vehicles speed and 30mm cannons to punch their way through any opposition. He would take the left hand firebreak, leading five of their own Warriors, plus two from 1 Platoon whilst the senior of the platoon commanders and the remaining six went down the right. On reaching an intersecting firebreak leading to the area occupied by the older trees and gorse they would across the logging track from 1 Platoon. From there they would have to play it by ear according to whatever CSM Probert could tell them about the situation at that time. It wasn�t a particularly intricate plan but they had to get straight who would do what should one of the mini flying columns, or both, get into difficulties. Conversing over the net with the battalion CP he had set up a fire plan with the mortars to provide support if and when it was needed, and these details of course were given out should he himself become a casualty.
After informing them that they had just thirty minutes to brief the men the platoon commanders went off to do their own O Groups which left Jim with little to do but wait, and he too was also getting tired of the inaction. A few desultory fire fights had broken out between the Argyll�s and the enemy in the tree line but he had a feeling the soviet airborne unit was finished as a serious fighting force. The same couldn�t be said of their comrades to the east though, and Pat Reed had confided that if the new US Corps didn�t arrive in the next day then SACEUR believed the reds would achieve their breakout across the rivers. Jim exited the Warrior and looked at the flashes reflected off the clouds to the east and shivered as rainwater found its way down his neck. Looking first at his watch and then toward the eastern horizon, he climbed back into his Warriors and took up the radio mike. �All stations Steel Falcon� prepare to move�
Oz climbed up the side of his Warrior and lowered himself down into the commanders spot. Putting on the vehicle headset he checked the mike was on �intercom� before keying the pressel switch.
�Driver, start up.�
Pat Reed accepted a mug of tea from a signaller, blowing on the surface before taking a sip. The radio he was listening to was tuned to the 1 Pl net but he did not do anything other than listen in, monitoring the fight. When another signaller told him that Major Popham�s callsign was now on the move he glanced at his watch and dearly hoped that the intervals of mortar fire 1 Platoon were receiving were nothing more serious than harassing fire whilst their attackers withdrew from the vicinity. The warrant officers periodic sitrep�s took a change for the worse with the report of a mortar round killing five of the wounded and adding to the injuries of three others, but Pat still had his fingers crossed for his men until twenty minutes later.
�Hello One this is One One, contact at our six� wait out.�
Seconds later he heard Colin come on again.
�Hello One this is One One, several machine guns in forestry block to our left� shoot dee eff One One India and suppress, over!�
1 Company acknowledged and passed on the message to the mortar line by landline before confirming the rounds were on the way.
�One, roger dee eff One One India, wait� shot one three four, over.�
No acknowledgement was forthcoming from 1 Platoon though, and the signaller in the CP waited several seconds before trying again.
�Hello One One this is One, acknowledge my last, over?�
Pat knew now that the soviet airborne troops had merely been putting together a proper plan of attack. When next Colin came on the air he was shouting in order to be heard over the sound of gunfire.
�One One, roger shot� One One Charlie has been overrun� wait out to you�  all stations One One send even numbered foxhounds to the centre� send even numbers to the centre!�
When next they heard from 1 Platoon it was not Colin�s voice but that of a young Guardsman fighting to keep the panic out of his voice.
�One One Foxtrot this is One One Bravo� Delta and Echo are gone� we need help here!� The fierce fighting was abundantly apparent in the background with the screams of hate and pain underscored by automatic weapons fire, the distinctive SLR and the explosions of grenades. The other callsign failed to respond though.
�Foxtrot this is Bravo� Foxtrot this is� � � �
Pat heard a burst of fire; loud in its proximity to the radio that was transmitting, and it was neither an SLR nor a gimpy that was doing the shooting. The send switch was still depressed at the other end but there was no more firing to be heard, just the sound of Russian voices in the background.
Roaring out of the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders lines in single file the Warriors then split into two columns, each heading for its fire break. It caused not a little consternation amongst the soviet troops who had made it as far as the forests edge. They had no anti-armour weapons left and no option but to get out of the way and hope the AFVs kept on going.
There were no officers left above the rank of captain amongst the soviet paratroopers and no formation larger than a platoon remaining, but the four hundred or so fought on anyway because they still had ammunition. The attack on the Scots was not a group decision, but rather one of instinct by some of the remnants of the three battalions to attack the nearest enemy position. Other groups had chosen to wait on the NATO forces to come to them, and were making hurried preparations inside the forest.
Major Popham�s Warriors had travelled no more than a quarter of a mile before encountering any resistance besides small arms fire and hand grenades.
Combat Engineers had been placing explosive in a hole dug into a wheel rut on the fire break when they heard the sound of vehicles coming their way, and had hurriedly finished up before scrambled into the trees, uncoiling cable as they went. They let the first two vehicles pass and detonated the charge under the third.
Ray Tessler�s Warrior was flipped over onto its side where it partially blocked the passage of any other vehicles. The gunner suffered a fractured pelvis, whilst Ray dislocated his left arm, broke three fingers and four ribs aside from his being knocked unconscious. Only the driver escaped the crash without injury, but caught shrapnel from a grenade as he was freeing himself from the wreck.
Grenades and small arms fire caused the vehicle commanders to drop back inside the Warriors and button up but had little effect otherwise, however, in order to proceed the wrecked APC would have to be moved, and that could not be done until the ambushers had been sorted out.
Colin faded in and out of consciousness, aware only of the pain and cold that gripped him. He was sat with his back to the tree surrounded by the dead, one of whom still grasped the AKM with its bayonet, washed almost clean of his blood by the rain. The same could not be said of Colin himself; blood had soaked him from the waist down. His field dressing, taped to his left webbing strap was so placed for ease of access, but his feeble attempts to free it had failed. His only method of preventing more from leaking out was a tampon carried in his own first aid kit, in a map pocket. The female sanitary product was ideally shaped for plugging bullet holes; hence its presence in his kit, but the bayonet wound was not circular and could not be completely filled. He was unable to reach the exit wound but in the entry wound it swelled up and helped go some way into sealing the hole.
The simple task left him exhausted, and as he leant against the trunk he found himself looking at the man who had inflicted the injury.
There was something familiar about the Russian he had fought but he lay on his side with his face turned away, and Colin wasn�t up to doing much of anything, let alone turning him over for a better look. There were no badges of rank displayed, and for a man of that age it was odd he would be a private soldier still.
Something was digging into Colin�s right buttock, and he moved forward slightly. The effort brought flashing lights before his eyes and then his vision dimmed as he slumped back against the tree, back into unconsciousness.
When he came to again he found an unrolled sleeping bag draped across him and a field dressing in place over the wound.
�I have to say that you are looking a little partied out, Sergeant Major.�
Nikoli was lying a short distance away; his uniform caked in mud and with a bloody dressing tied to a thigh. He had lost weight since Colin had been captured at Leipzig airport and sunken cheeks were highlighted by dirt and camouflage cream.
�You aren�t the fanny magnet you once were either sir, but with some decent sleep, a few squares, and of course if you tried putting a blade in your razor next time you shaved, it couldn�t hurt.�
The young Russian chuckled.
�I quite missed your parade ground sarcasm Colin.� He looked concerned as pain wracked the features of the British warrant officer.
�Do you have any morphine, only there are a dozen wounded� both yours and ours scattered about and I used all of mine putting them out. There isn�t much more I can do for them right now?�
The spasm passed and Colin shook his head.
�I used mine up a few hours ago, but one of the section commanders might have some.�
Nikoli unbuckled his fighting order; shrugging out of it he used a splintered branch as a crutch and pulled himself to his feet.
�I�ll be back in a little while.�
�I�ll still be here, sir.�
What had once been a forestry service managed blocks of cultivated pine trees in neatly ordered rows had become a hazardous jungle gym with shell craters, fallen trunks, shattered stumps and amputated limbs of trees amid those that still stood. It took Nikoli time to search this obstacle course before he found what he sought. It wasn�t a Guardsman but one of the generals Spetznaz troops, lying broken and discarded, and who clearly had no further need of the medication.
The soldier who had owned the pack was probably a combat medic aside his other duties, and he did not have single dose self-injectors, but a syringe and small bottles of morphine. Nikoli had picked up enough �Jack-of-all-trades� lore to know how, and what dose to give.
On his return he injected enough to take the edge off the pain and wrote on Colin�s forehead the letter �M�, time and dosage with a marker carried in the dead soldiers medical pack. Colin felt a pleasant glow roll away the pain and muttered his thanks.
�It�s not enough to delay surgery, so tell me when it gets bad again, ok?�
Colin made a face to show he understood.
�I will lay you down to make you more comfortable, let me just move this poor fellow out of the way first.� Nikoli rolled the ageing soldier onto his back and froze momentarily, darting a glance at Colin before rolling him clear.
Colin had got a good look at the face in that moment and despite the barbiturate in his system it set him to thinking back, to when he had seen that face before.
Kneeling with his back to Colin, Nikoli went through the pockets of the corpse but they held only ammunition and the bits and pieces any ordinary soldier would have about them. Undoing the smock he found the wearer had on an aircrew shoulder holster worn over a thick woollen jumper, which was now soaked in blood from chest wounds. Ignoring the blood, which had soaked the lining of the smock he rummaged through the inner pockets. They were empty, but something was sown into the lining and taking his pocketknife he slit it open, extracting a waterproof plastic envelope. Twenty pages of handwritten foolscap paper and a CD Rom were contained within, and Nikoli ruffled through the pages.
Only Serge himself could possibly explain why he had not left these behind to burn in Peridenko�s dacha, or instead left them locked in a safe rather than hidden about his person. Most of the sheets contained code names, and contact details for named individuals inside Russia and in about twenty foreign countries, the remainder, about four sheets worth, were covered in Chinese characters, a language Nikoli knew nothing of.
Distant artillery fire and not so distant small arms fire had been continuous since Nikoli had regained consciousness, but a loud explosion much closer to was followed by the crack of 30mm cannon fire, grenades and automatic weapons, announcing that NATO was not far off. Whatever these papers and this disc were they must be destroyed before they arrived. Removing his Zippo lighter Nikoli tried to spin the striker wheel with a thumb to light it, but the wheel would not move the signal that only a tiny nub of flint remained.
�What are you doing Nikki?�
Nikoli looked at Colin over his shoulder, and gave a little smile. �I�m cold� loan me your lighter, I want to light a fire.�
Colin nodded and reached behind himself, his hand feeling around. Nikoli held out a hand but Colin�s came back into view holding the Yarygin, which had been causing his buttock such discomfort earlier.
�That�s your General, the one who was with you at the airport, isn�t it?�
�No Sarn�t major.� Nikoli shook his head. �Just some poor dumb bastard like you and me.�
The pistol was pointing at Nicola�s middle, and Colin had to use both hands to hold it in his weakened state.
�Put whatever you have there down, and move away sir.�
He almost reached for his own pistol, but it was attached to his webbing a good twelve feet away. Nikoli studied the wounded warrant officer, gauging the others resolve, and how fast he could react, he then had to weigh his own resolve and remind himself that his country was at war with Colin�s.
�You aren�t going to shoot me Colin, any more than you could back at the airport, so put the gun down, ok?�
The muzzle stayed pointing at him though, albeit less than rock steady. Nikoli still had his back to him, and slowly he raised his right hand, showing Colin the papers.
�They are just letters his girl wrote him Colin� here, see for yourself.� Tossing the papers at Colin, Nikoli saw Colin�s eyes follow the sheets of paper, and he dragged the pistol from Serge�s shoulder harness, rolling to the left as he brought the handgun to bear.
The sudden movement more than anything diverted Colin�s attention back to Nikoli, registering that the Russian was closing one eye and extending an arm with a handgun coming up into the aim at him. A flash of lightning made Nikoli flinch, snatching the shot
Colin fired a split second later but thunder from directly overhead drowned out the sound of the gunfire. Nikoli�s shot went wild; disappearing well to the wounded Guardsman�s right, but Colin�s entered the armpit below the outstretched arm, deflecting off the collar bone to exit slightly above Nikoli�s left hip, after penetrating both lungs and the heart.
A look of shocked surprise crossed the young officer�s face, and he started to say something but the light of life fled from his eyes, and his head slumped to the wet forest floor.
Colin sat unmoving for a full minute as he looked at his one-time friend, and then tore his eyes away, dropping the pistol to grab up one of the discarded sheets of paper. He couldn�t tell if it was a state secret or the intimate scribbling's of one sweetheart to another, and a sob escaped him followed by tears that coursed down his cheeks as he gathered up the remaining sheets and pushed them into a map pocket out of the rain, before again succumbing to unconsciousness.
The fire fight drew groups of soviet paratroopers like moths to a flame and Jim Popham�s columns both found themselves being engaged from all directions. Mortars, the Warriors Rarden cannon and the US paratroopers hammered each contact as they appeared; allowing the casualties to be carried to the remaining vehicles and CSM Tessler�s crippled AFV was nudged aside by another Warrior, giving enough room for the remainder to continue.
Jim couldn�t raise 1 Platoon on the radio and neither could anyone else, so the chances were that the position had been overrun already and they might have wasted their efforts getting here.
Midway to the fire break junction where both columns would turn right and rejoin, they came upon a scene similar to the wood the enemy Special Forces had hidden in, but there were far more bodies in evidence here. A long column of troops of about company strength had been following the firebreak and they now lay where the MLRS sub munitions had found them, in Indian file with each man ten paces from his neighbour. Away in the trees the rest of this company�s battalion had been in the process of digging in, and the puddles upon the saturated ground were red in the morning sun when the bomblets had landed amongst them. It was no surprise the survivors were taking every opportunity to have a crack at them, having lost so many comrades without warning. The Guardsman driving the lead Warrior slowed when he saw bodies lying in the way, but this was no time to worry about sensibilities.
�All Steel Falcon call signs, those guys are dead and they can�t feel anything anymore so kick down and drive on!�
As did everyone else, Jim closed his mind to what the 24,500kg vehicles were driving over, and leaving in their wake as the fighting vehicles traversed that length of the firebreak.
The beating of rotor blades brought Colin back to consciousness, and the shape of a British Army Air Corps Apache passed overhead, riding shotgun for the troops on the ground.
He was no longer alone amongst the trees, friendly troops hunted amongst the debris of war for those still living, it had also stopped raining. Hot packs, self-heating bags warmed through a chemical reaction in the contents, had been placed under his smock, warding off hypothermia. A medic had started an I.V drip, it hung from a branch above him and his dressing had been changed by the same medic who was too busy talking triage over a radio to notice his patient�s eyes were now open.
Oz hovered protectively nearby but was also unaware that Colin was awake again, as he was in heated discussion with someone out of view. Arnie Moore saw his eyes were open and Oz knelt to speak reassuringly, but had to put his ear to his friend�s mouth before he could hear what was apparently so urgent. The sound of helicopters which were arriving to casevac, casualty evacuate the wounded to field hospitals, was making his task difficult.
�What does he want?� Arnie asked when Oz finally stood back up after removing the sheets of paper from Colin�s map pocket. Oz looked at Nikoli�s body with regret and then stepped over to the body it was lying next to.
�You got any Russian speakers in this crowd, sir?�
Arnie took a second to think about it before going on the air to call up one of the troopers securing the perimeter. �What�s this about Oz?�
The British sergeant retrieved a computer disc from beside the second body, holding it gingerly by the rim.
�Colin thinks this guy is a General, so this stuff could be important.�
Arnie peered at the body with a dubious expression before shrugging and calling up Jim Popham.
By the time the trooper had arrived Jim had been filled in on what had transpired, and had also looked over the dead Russian sceptically. As the trooper arrived Jim looked at the name badge sown over a breast pocket.
�Beckett, did you study Russian in school?�
The trooper was not one of the regulars, but a reservist called back to the ranks.
�Fourth generation Russian American, sir.� The trooper explained. �Beketskeyev was a bit of a mouthful, so it got chopped a bit.�
Jim handed over the sheets of paper.
�What do you make of these, Beckett?�
The paratrooper read most of the sheets but on reaching those covered in Chinese script he raised an eyebrow and looked at the major with a �Are you taking the piss?� expression.
�The ones in Russian, if you please� what are they?� the major wasn�t feeling particularly indulgent.
�Well sir, they seem to be contact details for various individuals who have code names, and some careless spook wrote their real names down too. At least that�s what it seems to be.�
Jim looked back at the dead Russian, noting once more the absence of any rank insignia before looking back at Trooper Beckett.
�Do you think its genuine?�
Beckett answered the question with one of his own.
�Say Major, did you hear anything about NSA analysts with high I.Q�s being drafted into the army?�
The question caught Jim unawares.
�No?�
Trooper Beckett handed him back the sheets.
�Me neither, sir.�
�You�ve got a smart mouth trooper, how�d you like to walk back from here?�
Trooper Beckett wasn�t put out.
�No more than you�d like trying to park in front of a hydrant in my precinct back in New York, once this is all over, sir.�
�You a cop?�
�Yes, sir.�
Jim pursed his lips for a moment.
�Let�s assume that what this guy was carrying is the real deal.� Beckett was listening respectfully, but he had the air of someone who knew the answer already, after all it was just a logical exercise in evidencing the find from a policeman�s perspective.
�There are people paid to be sceptical who will assess its authenticity, so how would we document it?� Jim finished.
�Sir, we stop anyone else putting their paw marks on it, seal it up and sign the bag. Then we take this guy�s photo, and the scene� someone�s got to have a camera in their kit, probably one of the younger guys.�
�Ok.� Jim hadn�t thought of that, and Arnie went off to hunt a budding �jimmy the click� to fulfil the task. �Anything else?�
�Sure� the battalion Intel officer needs to get in on the act as affidavits need to be done from everyone here, and we take the dead guys prints.�
Major Popham cleared his throat.
�G3 is my other hat so that�s covered, and they are all good points except the last one, we seem to be fresh out of fingerprinting kits.�
Beckett withdrew a notebook from a pocket and knelt beside the body of Serge Alontov. Opening at a fresh page he took hold of the dead man�s right hand and separating a finger he pressed it to the blood matted sweater. The blood was coagulating fast and had long since passed the stage where it had run like water. Beckett rolled it expertly onto the open page, pausing to study his handiwork critically, and then nodding to himself in satisfaction before continuing with the remaining digits.
Jim was impressed with the rather gruesome improvisation. �Anything else you can think of trooper?�
�Yes, sir.� Nodding at the body Beckett carried on. �This guy and all his gear goes stateside or wherever the intelligence guys want him and someone here goes with him along with the documents, of course.�
That left Jim with the decision as to who got an early trip home.
�How long you been with us Beckett, you come with a recent draft of replacements?�
Beckett shook his head.
�Hell no, I joined the outfit at Bragg two days after the army remembered I was still a reservist, sir.�
Stepping forward, Arnie held out a hand to the trooper. �Well I guess you got elected then Beckett, it�s been good having you with us.�
Although he took the offered hand the trooper looked embarrassed.
�Sir, what about the rest of the guys, I don�t like the idea of abandoning them?�
�You go where the army sends you, Beckett.� Jim said reassuringly. �And if this turns out to be a big load of nothing, then I guess we will be seeing you again sooner rather than later.�
Hurried statements were written out by the witnesses and a young trooper with an instamatic camera used up half a cartridge of film before handing it to Beckett with his parents address, extracting a promise that the unrelated snaps would be delivered to them.
Back at the battalion CP Pat Reed was updated on what appeared on the surface to be an intelligence windfall. The brigade intelligence officer wanted the pages, the CD Rom, the body and in fact everyone and everything connected with it to be sent up to brigade for assessment, but a quick call to SACEUR prevented that pointless delay. Having pissed off his higher headquarters yet again, Pat past on the ultimate destination.
Black Hawks appeared overhead and the first pair landed on the deforested strip by the logging track, and the most seriously wounded were stretchered over and loaded aboard.
Oz walked beside Colin�s stretcher, reassuring him for the third time that Beckett had not been bullshitting, the sheets of paper carried intelligence info and not hugs and kisses. He carried in his hand the Yarygin and shoulder holster, which would only find its way into some REMFs kitbag as an un-earned trophy of war if it stayed with Colin, so Oz would give it to Arnie who had still not managed to acquire one of the sort-after items for himself.
As the first Black Hawk lifted off, carrying Colin, British and Russian wounded to field hospitals in the rear, Oz gave a wave to Beckett, awaiting his turn with his grim luggage, now inside a body bag, and then jogged away to his Warrior in readiness for the return to friendly lines.
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